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For decades, researchers have studied the need for students to have educators that reflect 
their same ethnic backgrounds. Despite the many known benefits of having culturally diverse 
educators, the field of education has a huge demographic divide between the rapidly growing 
PreK-12 Latinx student population and its educational leaders. Currently, there is very little 
published research that highlights the factors that contribute to PreK-12 Latina educational 
leaders successfully navigating the education system and moving up the hierarchy. In fact there 
is no published research on Latinx leaders serving in Illinois school districts despite its large 
Latinx student population.  
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to examine the counter stories of 
Latina educational leaders serving in Illinois PreK-8 and PreK-12 school districts. The twelve 
research participants interviewed included an assistant superintendent, a chief academic officer, 
three central office directors, six principals and one assistant principal. In particular this study 
focused on the experiences and beliefs that motivated the Latinas to enter into leadership roles, 
the challenges they have encountered, as well as what factors have assisted them in navigating 
the leadership hierarchy. Latino critical race theory (LatCRT) and intersectionality between race 
and gender were utilized to frame and demonstrate factors that impacted Latinas entering 
educational leadership roles as well as their ability to elevate into higher levels of leadership. 
The findings from this study demonstrated that the leaders highly value education and 
strongly believe that ethnic representation in education matters which proved to be a prominent 
factor motivating these women to pursue educational leadership roles. All of the leaders 
demonstrated examples of resilience and perseverance throughout their lives overcoming a 
number of obstacles and discrimination in their journey to become administrators. Due to their 
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lived experiences, the Latina leaders understand the complex intersectionality between race, 
culture, poverty, and gender and how it impacts Latinx students and parents. The following 
themes emerged as aiding Latina leaders in their navigation of the administrative hierarchy: 
positive relationships with supervisors, networks, programs, organizations, financial supports, 
mentors, and their own personal characteristics.  
This research highlights how the Latinx education crisis encompasses more than just the 
underperformance of Latinx students but it also includes the underrepresentation of Latinx 
educational leaders, a demographic divide that will continue to grow if it is not addressed 
systematically. In order to improve the educational system for the diverse population of students 
it serves, Illinois institutions and organizations must make a concerted effort to challenge the 
status quo by focusing on increasing diversity in educational leadership. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Problem Statement 
The achievement gap between White and Latinx students is a cause of great concern and 
is an urgent matter that must be addressed as the number of Latinx students enrolled in our 
schools continues to rise. For years, researchers have studied the need for minority students to 
have educators that reflect their same racial/ethnic backgrounds. While the Latinx PreK-12 
student population has shown steady growth over the last couple of decades, there has not been 
comparable growth patterns with Latinx educational leaders. Current research indicates that 
educational leaders who understand the cultural background and lived experiences of students 
tend to be more effective in improving student outcomes (Hopson, Hotep, Schneider, & Turenne, 
2010). Crawford and Fuller (2017) take this concept one step further and suggest that one 
potential cause for Latino student underperformance is the lack of Latinx school leaders.  
Personal Interest and Experience  
I am a Latina educational leader in Illinois, and therefore, I am extremely concerned 
about the underperformance of Latinx students and the current lack of Latina educational leaders 
to serve them. To be clear, I do not believe you have to share the same background as your 
students to educate them, however, I do believe that school districts should have educators who 
reflect the backgrounds of the students they serve. My K-12 schooling was in a lower middle-
class community with diverse student demographics consisting of White, Black, and Latinx 
students. Despite the diverse community, I had very few ethnic minority teachers, in fact, in all 
my schooling I only had two Latinx teachers both were Puerto Rican one was a Spanish teacher 
and one was a PE teacher. As a student, I frequently encountered educators who had low 
expectations of me and it impacted my view of myself as a learner and ultimately my academic 
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achievement. I entered the field of education with the hopes of being a part of the solution by 
helping all students have more equitable educational opportunities. Much like the participants in 
this study I have found navigating the field of education as a Latina to be very rewarding but it 
has also been extremely challenging hence the title “Rosas y Espinas” (Roses and Thorns) 
counter stories of Illinois Latina Educational Leaders.  
Over the last 20 years, I have served in a variety of administrative roles Pre-K through 
12, in three very large high minority, high poverty districts. Throughout my career, I can recall a 
number of instances where I felt discriminated against based on my ethnicity and/or gender. I 
also have had many points in my career where I have felt like a “token” representing our Latinx 
community. Despite the obstacles, I have always chosen to work in districts with high Latino 
populations because I feel a moral obligation to serve students with backgrounds similar to mine 
with the hope that my work will help create more equitable educational experiences for them. 
Despite the student populations being majority Latinx, all three districts had very few Latinx 
educators outside of those teaching in the English Learner program. Unfortunately, I have found 
that I am often one of the few voices advocating for our Latinx students and families who truly 
understands their needs. At times, it is a heavy responsibility being one of few Latina leaders, 
particularly when many educators lack the understanding or interest of how to best meet the 
needs of Latinx students and families.  
As I have navigated the hierarchy of educational administration, I have found it to be 
very challenging due to racism, sexism, and the lack of available Latinx mentors and models 
particularly in higher level leadership positions. Throughout my career, I have always made time 
to mentor and support other aspiring educators especially fellow Latinas. In Illinois, there is an 
organization called Illinois Aspiring Latino Administrators and Superintendents (IALAS), 
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however, its membership is small in numbers. I wish there were more Latina educational leaders 
to network with and to develop stronger systems of support.  
Now that I have elevated to the assistant superintendent level, it has become much more 
difficult to obtain an administrative leadership position. As I seek new opportunities for my own 
professional growth, I am finding that it is tough to secure interviews in districts that do not have 
high minority populations. I interviewed in a few predominantly White districts; however, I did 
not make it past the first or second round. I have made it to the final rounds for a few positions in 
districts with 40% or more combined ethnic minorities. However, in the end, all of these 
positions were awarded to White candidates with less administrative experience. These recent 
experiences cause me to question: Are Latina educational leaders staying in lower levels of 
administration by choice, because of lack of opportunity, or due to racism and/or sexism? While 
acknowledging that the experiences of Latina educational leaders are not monolithic, I am 
curious to find out if other Latina educational leaders have had personal and professional 
experiences similar to mine. I am also interested to learn if they have had the similar motivations 
and aspirations leading them to pursue a career in educational leadership. My personal and 
professional experiences are the foundation for my interest in conducting research on Latina 
educational leaders. 
Use of Terms 
Throughout this paper, the terms Latinx, Latino, Latina/o and Hispanic are used in 
correlation to what is used in the various literature or reports cited. In particular, the term 
“Hispanic” is often used when referencing information, statistics, and other data coming from the 
federal government and government agencies as it is the term typically used by those agencies. 
For the sake of this paper/research, the terms Latino, Latina/o, and Hispanic are used 
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interchangeably and refer to individuals living in the United States who are of Latin descent such 
as Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, etc. As the researcher, when appropriate, I will use the term 
Latina when referring exclusively to females of Latin descent, and the term Latinx when 
referring to Latino/as to be inclusive and not to specify gender. I personally prefer not to use the 
“Hispanic” as it is a term that many feel symbolizes a history of the U.S. dominating Latin 
America economically and politically (Gimenez, 1989, p.558). While I am in agreement with 
Gimenez that the terms Latino and Hispanic “oversimplify” a very diverse group with an 
“umbrella” term, I feel it is necessary to use variations of the term Latino as a way to describe 
and categorize this population for the purposes of my research (p.558). It is of significance to 
note and acknowledge that the experiences of Mexicans and Puerto Ricans are often different 
than the experiences of other groups of Latin descent. In the U.S., Mexicans and Puerto Ricans 
make up the largest percentage of Latinx and are more likely to have faced racial discrimination 
and economic hardships.  
Latinx Demographics in Education  
Despite the steady growth in the PreK-12 Latinx student population nationally, we have 
not witnessed the same shift in teacher and administrator demographics, thus, highlighting a 
significant diversity gap between U.S. educators and the students they serve. Hispanics or 
Latinos are the second largest and one of the fastest growing racial/ ethnic groups in the United 
States representing 18.5% of the total population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). The percent of 
Hispanic students in K-12 public schools has grown from 18% in 2002 to 24% in 2012 and is 
projected to reach 29% by 2024 (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p.5). While nearly a 
quarter of U.S. students in 2012 were reported to be Hispanic, the percentages of Hispanic 
teachers and principals have remained in the single digits at 8% and 7% respectively (U.S. 
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Department of Education, 2016, p. 6-8). Furthermore, of the 14,000 U.S. school districts, less 
than 250 are led by Latinx leaders (Rodríguez, Martinez, & Valle, 2018, p. 11). This statistical 
demographic disparity between principals and students is a basis to justify the need to increase 
minority leaders (Sanchez, Thornton, & Usinger, 2008).   
Illinois PreK-12 Demographics. Figure 1 below shows how the 2019 demographic 
divide in Illinois mirrors national statistics with PreK-12 grade Hispanic students equaling 26.4% 
but only 6.7% of teachers being of Hispanic descent (Illinois Report Card, 2019). This figure 
compares 2010 to 2019 demographics of students and teachers in Illinois public schools. In 
looking at this data, it is evident that over the last decade there was a significant increase of 5.3% 
in Hispanic student enrollment, however, Hispanic teacher demographics during the same time 




These demographic statistics demonstrate a significant diversity gap of 20% between 
Illinois educators and the students they serve. It is important to acknowledge that this 
demographic divide between students and teachers is not unique to Illinois. Cherng and Halpin 
(2016) emphasize that 34 states have a demographic gap between minority students and minority 
teachers of 20% or greater (p. 407). Additionally, the National Education Association reported 
that more than 40% of the schools across America had no teachers of color on staff (Robinson, 
Paccione, & Rodriguez, 2003, p. 202). This racial/ethnic divide in the field of education is a 
growing educational and public concern (Cherng & Halpin, 2016, p. 407). Unfortunately, the 
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Illinois school report card does not give administrator demographics; so, it is unclear how Illinois 
principal demographics compare to the national statistics.  
Historical Overview 
Examining how Latinx students have historically been educated in the U.S. and their 
struggle for equity and access to education helps us understand the current state of Latinx 
underachievement. For decades, American schools have been unable or unwilling to meet the 
unique challenges of educating Latinx students. Latinos in the U.S. are a heterogeneous 
population impacted by a number of factors such as language, culture, immigration/legal status, 
generational status, geographical location, social class, gender, and religion (Murillo et al., 2010; 
Solórzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001). As a group, Latinos represent over 20 different countries of 
origin, although the majority of Latinos in the U.S. are Mexican (Murillo et al., 2010, p.5). 
 Between the assimilationist ideology and deficit perspectives of educators, Latinx 
students have traditionally been expected to conform culturally in order to be successful 
academically. The education of Latinos has historically been separated and inferior, with many 
students funneled into non-academic instruction such as lower ability vocational classes 
(Covarrubias, 2011; Murillo et al., 2010). American public schools greatly influence the 
identities of Latinx students not only by how educators view them but also how they view 
themselves as learners. Schools are “perhaps the single most influential acculturating societal 
institution” (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 9). What social scientists and educators once believed were 
biological deficiency models are now often described as cultural deficits. Solórzano and Yosso 
(2002) state “according to cultural deficit storytelling, a successful student of color is an 
assimilated student of color” (p. 31). As of yet, K-12 educators have not seemed to figure out 
how to best support Latinx students. The current inequities and challenges Latinx students face 
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are inhibiting their ability to achieve at the same level as their White peers resulting in a Latino 
education crisis (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; García & Figueroa, 2002; Murillo, 2019).  
Current Latinx Educational Inequities  
The educational history of Latinos in the U.S. has certainly impacted their current 
depressed academic achievement. Latinx students are still encountering some of the same 
inequitable educational experiences as in past years. Gooden and Dantley (2012) assert 
“Although discrepancies, inequities, and discriminatory practices may be historical, they may 
also be a product of how we structure school systems and educate children in the country 
differently based on race” (p. 239). Therefore, it is not surprising that this ethnic subgroup 
displays a significant achievement gap in comparison to their White peers. 
Latinx Achievement Gap in Illinois 
Latinos have long been characterized as underperforming due to their poor performance 
on state standardized tests as well as their low graduation rates (Lechuga-Pena & Lechuga, 2018, 
p. 300). Illinois, like many states, has significant achievement gaps when measuring Latinx 
students against their White counterparts. These achievement gaps are clearly demonstrated 
when looking at SAT data and graduation rates (Illinois School Report Card, 2019). SAT data 
from 2017-2019, shows English Language Arts achievement gaps between White and Hispanic 
students only decreased by 2% from a 27% gap to a 25% gap. While math, SAT data during the 
same time span shows a similar achievement gap also only decreasing by 2% from a 26% gap to 
a 24% gap. Graduation rates of Illinois Hispanic students also show minimal growth of only 
1.5%, when looking at data from 2015 through 2019, see Figure 2. For 2019, the graduation rate 
of Hispanic students was reported at 82.2% while the graduation rate of White students was 




It is apparent from the data that the educational system in Illinois is not adequately meeting the 
needs of Latinx students. It is a moral imperative that educators explore why these achievement 
gaps between White and Latinx students still persist and what can be done about it.  
Teacher Diversity Matters 
Many researchers believe that it is important to ensure that educators are reflective of the 
students they serve (Rodríguez et al., 2018). Unfortunately, there is a limited amount of research 
focused solely on Latinx educators. Therefore, it was necessary to review research on minority 
educators in general, which typically included Latinx and Black educators. According to Sethna 
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(2011), “it is helpful to the social, mental, and emotional health of minority students to see 
faculty that look like them” (p.3). These educators prove to students that academic success is 
possible and that they too can achieve and succeed. Per Ocasio (2014), in order to create spaces 
where Latino students are growing up to pursue their dreams of higher education, classrooms 
must be equipped with teachers who can relate to these students and serve as role models on their 
journeys to success.  
Latinx Pipeline into Educational Leadership 
Research on Latina educational leaders has been conducted primarily from a deficiency 
standpoint with focus on the pipeline concerns and the lack of Latina administrators (Huber, 
Huidor, Malagon, Sanchez, & Solórzano, 2006; Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012). Whereas, little is 
known about what supporting factors contribute to Latina educational leaders successfully 
navigating the education system and moving up the hierarchy of educational administration. In 
fact, there is no evident research that highlights the factors that contribute to Prek-12 Latina 
educational leaders in Illinois successfully navigating the education system and moving up the 
hierarchy. 
Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) and Intersectionality 
Educational research on ethnic minorities often utilizes CRT to examine how racism 
operates and contributes to school inequity, suggesting that race continues to be a significant 
factor in determining inequity in the United States (Lechuga-Pena & Lechuga, 2018, p. 304). 
Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) was created as an extension of CRT to study the unique 
experiences of Latinx communities taking into account ethnicity and culture. LatCrit assists 
researchers in having “a better understanding of the unique forms of oppression that Latinas/os 
encounter and clarifies Latinas/os’ multi-dimensional identities to address the intersectionality of 
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racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of oppression” (Solórzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001). 
In his work, Covarrubias (2011) uses Kimberly Crenshaw’s 1989 definition of intersectionality 
as “the ways in which interconnected systems of domination based on race, class, gender, 
sexuality, and other social constructions simultaneously impact the lives of all people as they 
engage in socially mediated relationships and in their interaction with society and its institutions” 
(p. 61).  
By utilizing LatCrit and intersectionality, this study investigated possible barriers and 
facilitators Latina educational leaders face through counter storytelling. I believe these counter 
stories provide valuable insight into demonstrating possible causes for the huge diversity gap 
between Latinx students and educational leaders. Sharing these experiences also shed more light 
on the urgency and importance of closing this growing demographic gap in an effort to better 
support Latinx students educationally.  
Purpose Statement 
 Despite the many known benefits of having culturally diverse educators, the field of 
education has a huge demographic divide between the rapidly growing PreK-12 Latinx student 
population and its educational leaders. Currently, there is very little published research that 
highlights the factors that contribute to PreK-12 Latina educational leaders successfully 
navigating the education system and moving up the hierarchy. The purpose of this dissertation 
was to understand what factors have influenced/impacted Latina educational leaders in their 
professional careers. This study examined the experiences of Latina administrators, their 
identities, perceptions, and aspirations as it relates to the field of education. Through a qualitative 
research method of interviewing current Latina educational leaders from Illinois, this study 
intended to answer the following questions:  
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1. What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in Illinois to enter the 
field of educational leadership?  
2. What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in obtaining 
leadership positions?  
3. What factors/elements have Latina administrators found helpful in their 
navigation of the educational leadership hierarchy?  
LatCRT and intersectionality between race and gender were utilized to frame and demonstrate 
how political, societal, and cultural factors impact Latinas entering educational leadership roles 
as well as their ability to elevate into higher levels of leadership. The goal was to gain a deeper 
understanding of successful Latina educational leaders' career paths to use as a road map of sorts 
to recruit, inspire, and mentor other Latinas in their career aspirations in an effort to increase 
their representation in the field. 
Significance of the Problem.  
The Latinx student population is continuing to grow significantly each year and if there is 
not a concerted effort to increase the pipeline of Latinx educators and educational leaders, the 
field could be missing out on a key element to help address the underachievement of Latinx 
students. Researching how some Latina educators have successfully acquired leadership 
positions provided valuable insight. By examining Latina leaders’ experiences, cultural 
characteristics, and personal perspectives, I aimed to make meaning and gain understanding of 
how these factors have impacted their careers. These findings provided a foundation to recognize 
the barriers these educators face so that the obstacles may be alleviated and more systems of 
support can be created.  
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While there is some research examining the experiences of Latina educational leaders, 
the focus has primarily centered on Latina educational leaders from Texas and California. This is 
likely due to the researchers conducting studies on Latinx leaders reside in those particular states. 
With the exception of one leader, the Latinas previously studied held positions in higher 
education or were PreK-12 principals ignoring all other levels of administration. As of yet, there 
appears to be no research on Latina educational leaders serving students in Illinois, despite the 
large Latinx student population. The focus of this study was on PreK-12 Latina educational 
leaders in Illinois who serve in a variety of administrative roles both at the school and central 
office levels. Focusing on Illinois is relevant in that it ranks fifth in the U.S. for the number of K-
12 students enrolled, over 2 million, as well as fifth for the number of students identified as 
Latino, at half a million. The only states with higher numbers of Latino students are California, 
Texas, Florida, and New York ranking first through fourth respectively (Excelencia in 
Education, 2015). 
Dissertation Overview 
 This dissertation consists of six chapters. Chapter one is the introduction of the study, it 
previews relevant topics, as well as explaining the problem, purpose and significance of the 
paper. Chapter two is a review of the literature providing background information on the 
following: a historical overview of Latinx education, current educational inequities, why 
educator diversity is important, the Latinx educational pipeline, existing research on Latina 
educational leaders and how these issues relate to LatCRT and intersectionality. Chapter three 
provides information on the research methodology used including how the interview participants 
were recruited, the interview protocol, data collection and the process of analysis. Chapter four 
provides personal and professional background information on each individual research 
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participant. The major themes and research findings of the study are presented in chapter 5. 
Lastly, chapter 6 includes the interpretations and conclusions of the study also presenting 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This is an analysis of the literature related to the current critical state of Latinx education 
focusing on topics essential to establishing the basis for this study. Chapter two is divided into 
six themes relevant to this research. The first theme provides an overview of Latinx educational 
inequities both historical and current. The next theme explains why Latinx representation in the 
field of education matters, specifically highlighting what benefits Latinx educational leaders 
provide. Theme three describes the Latinx educational leader pipeline and strategies to overcome 
the pipeline challenges. The existing research on Latina educational leaders is the focus of theme 
four. Theme five discusses the gaps in the literature related to Latina educational leaders. Finally, 
the sixth and last theme describes LatCRT and intersectionality; thereby, establishing the 
theoretical framework that was used in the research study. 
Historical Overview 
The education of Latinx students has historically been one of discrimination, inequities 
and lack of access (Gandara & Contreras, 2009). Issues related to immigration, language, 
segregation, and deficit thinking have resulted in Latinx students being underserved by the 
American school system. Students were regularly mistreated, ridiculed, and punished for 
speaking Spanish. Latinx students were viewed as inferior and as such they did not deserve to be 
educated past elementary school. During the early part of the twentieth century, Latino children 
were characterized as educationally mentally retarded (EMR), or slow due to intelligence tests, 
which later was expanded to include language and aptitude tests (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 31). As 
early as elementary school, students were tracked into slow learner or non-academic classes, and 
in secondary school, they were placed in non-academic classes like vocational classes. Students 
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were pushed to assimilate and conform while their heritage was excluded and distorted in the 
school curriculum (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 32). 
Immigration. Immigration has long been a point of contention in the United States and is 
one of the key issues impacting the racism against Latinos in American schools. Regardless of 
their legal citizenship status, Latinos regularly faced discrimination fueled by anti-immigration 
rhetoric. While there are many Mexicans who are American citizens, they too are often assumed 
to be in the U.S. illegally. This is likely in part to Mexican immigrants constituting about a third 
of the U.S. immigrant population (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 14). Given that Mexico shares a border 
with the U.S. and parts of the southwest were once Mexican territory, it is not surprising that 
Mexicans are a large immigrant group. 
There was a notable increase in anti-immigrant sentiment in 1996 with the Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act. California’s Proposition 187, 
prohibiting undocumented children from K-12 education and emergency services is evidence of 
the discrimination faced by Latinx students. Proposition 187 was later ruled unconstitutional; 
however, its mere creation demonstrates how the dominant American culture views Latinos as 
inferior and unworthy of equitable educational opportunities (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 17).   
Segregation. Since the early 1900’s, a variety of arguments have been made to justify the 
need to educationally segregate Latinx students resulting in a number of desegregation court 
cases. There was a wide range of rationale for segregating Latinx students (Murillo et al., 2010, 
p. 30). At times, they were segregated because they were believed to be dirty and having lice as 
well as being overall inferior to Whites. Some students were children of migrant workers and, 
thus, said to need different schooling due to their inconsistent school attendance. Latinx students 
were also portrayed as needing slower less rigorous instruction and having special needs due to 
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having a language handicap. These beliefs lead to concerns about the negative impact on the 
instruction of English speakers. Segregated “Mexican schools” tended to be older with low per 
pupil expenditures. The teachers who were less qualified and experienced were sent to the 
Mexican schools as punishment, or for training, prior to being allowed to teach at Anglo schools 
(Murillo et al., 2010, p.30).  
Francisco Maestas et al. v. George H. Shone et al. was one of the first school segregation 
cases involving Mexican American students. It took place in Alamosa, Colorado from 1912-1914 
(Donato, Guzman, & Hanson, 2017, p.3). School officials argued that they were not segregating 
the students based on race, as Mexican American children were considered White, but rather 
they were being segregated due to their language needs. The superintendent and school board 
contended that having the non-English speakers in the same school would negatively impact the 
education of the other students. They also argued that it would be too expensive to properly 
service them in their home schools; therefore, they needed to be clustered and segregated to 
provide them with proper educational services. However, in reality, the school district had a 
policy of sending all Mexican American students to a separate school including those who spoke 
English. The judge ruled in favor of Maestas with the stipulation that students who were truly not 
English speakers would still attend the Mexican school. This posed a loophole of sorts as the 
students were tested to see if they knew enough English to attend their neighborhood school. The 
practice of sending English Learners to a different school still happens today.  
Another important court case was that of Mendez vs. Westminster School District, 1945-
1946, in California (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 30). The Mendez children were denied enrollment to 
their home school because of their darker skin tone and ethnic names. The defense argued that 
the students needed to attend another school because they did not speak English. However, once 
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little Sylvia Mendez testified in English on the stand, it was evident that this was not the truth. 
The Mendez case established that separate but equal were in reality “inherently unequal because 
they denied these children social equality and because segregation fostered antagonisms and 
inferiority where none existed” (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 30). This case paved the way for Brown 
v. Board of Education in 1951-1954 which ended school segregation in the United States.  
A couple of things stand out with these court cases, first and foremost, they highlight the 
importance of having Latinx representation in roles of power such as superintendent and school 
board positions. The fact that there was a board policy that allowed the Mexican American 
students to be sent to a different school shows how powerful school board and superintendent 
influence are with the policies and procedures they create to regulate school districts and 
schools. Also evident is the stereotypical/ deficit view of Mexicans that they do not speak or 
understand English and are inferior to Whites.  
Latinx English Language Learners. Historically, U.S. courts and policies prohibited the 
use of Spanish in schools. The decade following the Bilingual Education Act in 1968 led 34 
states to rescind their English only laws and implement bilingual education policies (Murillo et 
al., 2010, p. 37). While this was a step in the right direction to assist students needing 
supplementary language services, funding was limited and school participation was 
voluntary. The U.S. Supreme court case Lau v. Nichols in 1973-1974 cited that since the school 
was receiving federal funds, it was obligated to provide equal access and opportunities to all 
students; thus, requiring the implementation of supplemental language services. In 1998, 
California like many states was still refusing to provide students instruction in their native 
language as evidenced by Proposition 227. Proposition 227 required California teachers to only 
use English in their classes; thus, resulting in the creation of structured English immersion 
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programs (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 20). While California’s Proposition 227 was later repealed, it 
did initiate the development and acceptability of using alternative instructional methods to satisfy 
the supplemental language requirement for English Learners. These ESL (English as a Second 
Language) methods are still utilized by many school districts today in lieu of native language 
instructional methods and support.  
Current Latinx Educational Inequities and the Latinx Achievement Gap  
Over the last century, Latinx students have not experienced many gains in the area of 
educational equity. Equity in education is realized when all students are able to achieve desired 
outcomes and academic success regardless of race, socioeconomic status, gender or other 
differentiating factor. Based on this definition, it is clear that Latinx students are not afforded 
equitable educational opportunities but rather they are deprived of opportunities to achieve 
success (Covarrubias, 2011). To achieve equity, we must make a concerted effort to ensure that 
educational structures and practices are in place for all students to academically 
achieve. Educational leaders must understand some students may need “more” or “different” 
educational experiences to ensure that they can achieve at high levels (Linton, 2011). The goal is 
to create systems where all students have equitable access to quality services, school resources, 
and learning opportunities that lead to excellence in education. Lopez, Magdaleno, and Reis 
(2006) stated, “Leadership for equity refers to bold, courageous actions, and behaviors on the 
part of school leaders to ensure that inequalities are addressed openly and directly” (p.15).  
The increased accountability made transparent through NCLB has shown us that there is 
an undeniable achievement gap between Latinx and White students. Realizing equity and closing 
the achievement gap seems to be an unattainable task with many variables contributing to the 
lack of student achievement. Villapando (2010) asserts that if the demographic patterns of the 
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last decade continue, the Latinx population will continue to increase, however, the achievement 
levels of college age Latinos will not increase at proportionate rates. This gap can be perceived 
as an indicator of an equity issue. An important part of achieving equity and closing the 
achievement gap is having high quality staff, and in particular teachers and school leaders, that 
are reflective of the students they serve (Rodríguez et al., 2018). Literature on this topic and its 
findings are relevant as low performing schools are more likely to have high ethnic minority 
student demographics and the teaching staff and administrator demographics often do not mirror 
the students’ demographics.  
 Latinx students have been classified as underachieving due to high dropout rates, low test 
scores and limited enrollment in universities. However, there are many obstacles beyond the 
control of students such as educational inequities, increasing segregation, anti- bilingual 
education agendas, and discrimination (Murillo et al., 2010, p. 44). Additionally, it is important 
to note that Latinx students still face deficit-oriented perspectives related to language and culture. 
Many Latinx students attend high minority, high poverty schools, located in racially segregated 
communities. These schools often lack educational resources and programs. They are also 
typically staffed with less experienced teachers and a high rate of turnover with their teachers 
(Cooper, Cibulka & Fusarelli, 2015; Murillo, 2019). The sustained educational 
underachievement of the rapidly growing Latinx student population is now being described by 
researchers as an “educational crisis” (Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  
Equity for English Language Learners (ELLs). English Language Learners face many 
barriers in their quest to achieve academically. In their study of ELLs, Good, Masewicz, and 
Vogel (2010) found that ELLs face a number of educational challenges. Some of those noted 
were “communication gaps, culture clashes; poorly articulated ELL plans; a lack of teacher 
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preparation in multiculturalism, language acquisition, and ELL instructional strategies; and a 
lack of support systems for families transitioning to a new environment and culture” (p. 321).  
According to the 2019 Illinois State Report Card, 12.1% of the two million students in 
Illinois are English Learners. Yet, still today, in Illinois it is not uncommon for ELLs to be 
segregated and sent to schools other than their home schools. In fact, two of the largest school 
districts in Illinois, Oswego School District 308 and Joliet School District 86 place their ELLs in 
satellite schools to receive language services. Undoubtedly, other districts in Illinois also follow 
a similar model; these are just examples of two districts in the state. This segregation of ELLs is 
defended by the very same arguments used in the early 1900’s. Essentially the rationale is that 
ELLs must be gathered at satellite locations to receive proper programming and for taxpayer cost 
savings. As a result, parents are forced to choose between getting English Learner program 
services for their students or keeping them at their neighborhood schools unserved or 
underserved. Undoubtedly, there are still instances where Mexican American students who are 
English speakers are sent to these segregated schools just as they were in Colorado with the 
Maestas case.  
Latinx Segregation. While Latinx students no longer face legal, de jure, segregation, 
they definitely experience de facto segregation. In the United States, 39.5 % of Latinos attend 
schools which are 90 to 100 % nonwhite. In large central cities in the west, this number is 
significantly higher with more than 60% of Latinos attending hyper segregated schools (Orfield 
& Frankenberg, 2008). In their book, Gandara and Contreras (2010) discuss the negative 
ramifications this type of segregation has on students’ understanding of broader society as well 
as limiting their exposure to others who have gone or are aspiring to go to college (p.26).   
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Illinois Inequities in Teacher Quality. Some states, such as Illinois, are attempting to 
address the inequities related to teacher quality that Latinx and other minority students are 
facing. The Illinois State Board of Education has developed an Excellent Educators for All 
Initiative containing an equity plan (ISBE, 2015). The 2015 Illinois Equity Plan outlines 
approaches that will decrease the percentage of inexperienced teachers who work with children 
attending high poverty or high minority school districts by increasing the retention of teachers in 
these school districts. According to the report, in high minority school districts, 20% of the 
teaching staff leave within three years and these districts also experience higher district 
administrator turnover. This work was done based on the premise that children in high 
poverty/high minority districts tend to be taught by less experienced teachers. Less experienced 
can be understood as less effective.  
In its equity plan, ISBE (2015) explains what it believes to be the three probable causes 
of why high poverty districts with high minority populations have a higher percentage of 
inexperienced teachers. One cause is the lack of an equitable funding formula for local school 
districts resulting in teacher salary disparities. Second is the lack of continuity with recruitment 
and retention of educators. Lastly, they identified a lack of teacher cultural competency, which is 
not surprising given the significant demographic divide between educators and students in the 
state.   
Table 1 below reflects demographic data of Illinois school districts that have more than 
10,000 students and over a 20% Hispanic student population (Illinois Report Card, 2019). Given 
that this research is focused on Latinx educators only data related to Hispanic and White students 
and teachers is displayed, no other ethnic demographic was included. This table shows some of 
the largest districts in Illinois have very significant demographic gaps between their Hispanic 
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students and teachers. It is also important to keep in mind that many Hispanic teachers strictly 
serve ELL students, so, it is unclear how many teachers are serving general education students. 
All of these districts also exhibit achievement gaps between White and Latinx students similar to 
the Illinois achievement gaps noted in chapter 1.  
 
Table 1         
Illinois Districts with Over 10,000 Students and 20% or More Hispanic Students 
  White %  Hispanic %   
District n Students Students Teachers  Students Teachers  Demographic Gap 
Plainfield SD 202 26,495 54.7 92.5  23.6 4.6  19 
Oswego SD 308 18,041 55.9 90.8  22.4 5.7  16.7 
CUSD 300 21,143 46.6 90.3  39.6 5.4  34.2 
Rockford SD205 28,679 28.8 86.4  27.9 3.2  24.7 
Valley View 365 16,352 23.7 84.6  45.2 8.8  36.4 
Waukegan CUSD 15,872 3.7 74.2  78.2 4.7  73.5 
SD U-46 Elgin 38,395 26 71.7  54.9 23.9  31 
City of Chicago 363,954 10.5 51.6  46.6 20  26.6 
East Aurora 131 14,057 2.7 76.8  87 17.8  69.2 
West Aurora 129 12,208 24.3 86.4  58.2 9.4  48.8 
Cicero 99 11,270 1.4 65.8  96.3 25.1  71.2 
Palatine SD 15 12,377 38.7 88  35.3 8.8  26.5 
Joliet 86 11,226 10 76.4  62.5 13.4  49.1 
SD 54 15,328 40.9 86.5  23.8 6.3  17.5 
Township HS 211 11,857 44.3 88  25.9 5.7  20.2 
214 Township HS 12,032 54.1 88.4  32.8 5.6  27.2 
Note. Demographic gap is the difference between the Hispanic student and staff percentages. Adapted 






Diversity in Education Matters 
Teacher diversity. Research tells us that the most important variable to student success 
is the teacher; or more specifically the teacher-student interaction and relationship (Barbara, 
2010, p. 8-11). When the student and teacher are of the same background, it has an impact on the 
relationship and student achievement. “The benefits of staffing classrooms with teachers of color 
accrue as one looks at the academic success of students of color as well as awareness and equity 
for all” (Ocasio, 2014, p. 245). Minority teachers are sensitive to the cultural needs of their 
students. Teachers of color offer a unique, critical perspective to schooling because of their 
personal experiences (Bustos Flores, Riojas Clark, Claeys, & Villarreal, 2007). They have first-
hand experiences navigating racial stereotypes and are more likely to confront issues of racism. 
There are numerous social, academic, and psychological benefits to students of color who are 
taught by teachers of color (Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012; Sethna, 2011).  
The importance of having educators who demographically represent Latinx students is 
more significant than just physical appearance as there is also a correlation to teachers’ 
perceptions of student abilities. These perceptions and attitudes of educators present themselves 
daily as micro-aggressions against Latinx students (Covarrubias, 2011). McKenzie and 
Scheurich (2004) argue that when educators perceive students are deficient because of their race, 
they lower expectations for them and it can result in the students themselves believing they are 
less intelligent (p. 603). Minority educators tend to hold higher expectations for students of color 
and have an ability to relate to them both culturally and linguistically. Perhaps, if there were 
more Latinx educators, deficit-oriented perspectives toward this student population would not be 
so prevalent.   
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Cherng and Halpin (2016) found that minority educators develop more trusting 
relationships with students particularly when they share the same cultural background (p. 
408). In their study, they uncovered that all students’ perceptions of Black and Latinx teachers 
were more favorable in comparison to White teachers (p. 411). While the researchers used a data 
set of 50,000 students’ reports on 1,680 classroom teachers, a shortcoming of the research is that 
it was not clear how many of the students and teachers were from the various racial 
groups. Notwithstanding these limitations in the research findings, it seems evident that we 
should strive to have a more diverse teaching staff. This opinion is affirmed in the 2016 report on 
racial diversity in the educator workforce, where the U.S Department of Education stated the 
following, “Improving teacher diversity can help all students. Teachers of color are positive role 
models for all students in breaking down negative stereotypes and preparing students to live and 
work in a multiracial society” (p.1).  
Minority leaders. There are a number of pieces of literature that describe the critical role 
ethnic minority leaders play in the achievement of students. Minority educational leaders often 
view themselves not just as building administrators, but also as mothers, political activists, and 
counselors to a community and its children (Larson & Ovando, 2001). Sanchez et al. (2008) 
believe that minority school leaders are strong role models for their students, helping students 
with their identity development and future goals. Minority principals not only inspire and 
motivate minority students but they also serve as a natural link between schools and parents. 
Minority educators often see working through communities as the only effective way to bring 
about needed change in educating children of color (Larson & Ovando, 2001). 
Latinx educators. There is a great need for Latinx students to have educators that reflect 
their same ethnic backgrounds. The needs and challenges of Latinx students are different from 
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students of other ethnicities and races incorporating issues such as language, immigration, 
ethnicity, and culture (Linton, 2011). Latinx educators are a critical human resource component 
to help ensure all students have advocates who understand their struggles and needs. Some 
researchers argue that the gross underrepresentation of Latinx educators and educational leaders 
are a contributing factor to the lack of progress Latinx students are making with their academic 
achievement (Crawford & Fuller, 2017, p. 1167). The demographic disparity between Latinx 
students and the educators who serve them highlights equity issues in our school systems. 
Conceivably, Latinx students may encounter less discrimination and inequalities if there were 
more Latinx educators and educational leaders in our schools. Latinx leaders could play a vital 
role in ensuring that these students’ needs are being met and that their cultural funds of 
knowledge are recognized, thereby, providing them with a more promising educational 
experience. 
Latinx leaders aid with parent communication. Latinx students and families also 
experience inequities with school to home communication due to lack of culture and language 
competencies. Latinx administrators are able to support parents by serving as the links between 
home and school. When leaders share the same racial/ethnic background as their students, it 
allows them to lead by connecting with their students and families rather than trying to lead with 
dominance (Sanchez et al., 2008, p. 3). In heavily populated Latinx districts, having 
administrators who speak Spanish are essential to properly communicate with parents. Effective 
interaction with parents is a critical component to building trusting relationships. Bilingual 
Latinx leaders have an advantage over monolingual leaders in that they are able to connect 
directly with parents who only speak Spanish or those who prefer to speak Spanish (Martinez, 
Rivera, & Marquez, 2019, p.15). This helps ensure that information is not lost in translation.   
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Inequalities in policies and practices. Minority educators bring knowledge, insights, 
and perspectives to schools that otherwise would not be there, including raising issues of 
structural inequality present in schools and society (Frankenberg, 2009; Rodríguez et al., 
2018). Latinx administrators in particular have a different lens and are more likely to realize and 
advocate for issues impacting Latino students. Lopez (2003) expands on the need for diverse 
leadership stating that it is needed more than ever to challenge the existing power structures and 
policies. 
Turner’s (2015) research on school district organizations highlights the role central office 
administrators play with creating, interpreting and processing district policy. In her research, she 
found that how the administrators framed the issues of race, immigration, and poverty 
determined the quality of education students received (Turner, 2015). Furthermore, she 
discovered that in conservative districts, policy makers evoked racial prejudice and cultural 
deficit frameworks instituting policies based on “cultural problems” (p. 20). An example of this 
would be viewing English learners as simply deficient of English rather than students who are 
becoming bilingual. Luna and Revilla (2013) found that institutional practices/policies impacted 
student decisions to drop out of school as the students perceived they were being pushed out.   
These examples of research demonstrate why it is imperative for school districts to have 
educational leaders that are representative of their Latinx students as they are more likely to 
realize and advocate for the unique educational issues of this population. In other words, Latinx 
administrators will help ensure that the policies and practices in a school district reflect the needs 
of the students who are of Latino descent since they are sensitive to these factors. We need 
leaders who value the cultural funds of knowledge that students bring to school (Irizarry & 
Donaldson, 2012). This is contrary to the thinking of many educators who feel that students and 
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parents need to change and conform to the norms of the dominant culture (Garcia & Guerra, 
2004, p. 163). Knowing that educational leaders have the power and influence to change the 
structures of schools and districts, it is imperative that there is representation to advocate for 
Latinx students’ educational needs.  
Latinx representation impact on Latinx student achievement. A study done by Ross, 
Rouse, and Bratton (2010) looked at 1,040 Texas school districts over the years 1997-2001 to 
examine the direct and indirect effects of Latinx representation on Latinx student 
achievement. Their findings showed that Latinx political representation had a clear impact on 
Latinx educational attainment in Texas, demonstrated by a direct effect on the number of Latino 
administrators and teachers and an indirect effect on Latinx student performance (Ross et al., 
2010). While the findings of this research demonstrate that it is beneficial to have Latinx 
educational leaders, it did not discuss what factors contributed to their success, which would 
definitely be helpful information worth studying.  
Latinx Pipeline into Educational Leadership 
While over the last few decades there has been a consistent increase in Latinx students, 
there is not a comparable increase in minority educators. If the Latinx student projections hold 
true, the diversity gap between Latinx educational leaders and students will continue to grow 
unless the educational pipeline is improved to produce more Latinx leaders. It is imperative that 
we continue to explore why minority educators are underrepresented in our schools and what can 
be done about it. Realizing that some Latinx students feel pushed out of our public schools, it is 






Educational leaders set the expectations for hiring and hiring practices and, therefore, can 
institute practices that will reduce the diversity gap between Prek-12 students and the educators 
who serve them. Grissom and Keiser (2011) found evidence that race congruence among 
teachers and principals increases job satisfaction and reduces turnover probabilities of 
teachers. This is important to note given that high minority districts tend to have greater turnover 
of teachers and administrators. Ensuring that there are Latinx leaders may be one way to increase 
the number of Latinx educators being hired, retained, as well as ensure that student inequities are 
addressed (Grissom & Keiser, 2011). 
In her research, Turner (2015) discussed how district leaders were concerned about the 
mismatch between their White, middle class teaching staff and their increasing population of 
students of color (p. 20). Her research discussed policy changes, professional development, and 
new programs, however, there was no mention of minority educator recruitment. Only with 
focused and intentional recruitment and retention of minority leaders will districts begin to see 
progress with closing the demographic divide between students and educators. Lopez et al. 
(2006) states, “The identification and preparation of school leaders from under-represented 
racial/ethnic groups is recognized as a critical issue in successful educational reform” (p. 14). 
However, there are some significant barriers that pose additional challenges with increasing the 
pool of minority educators such as dismal graduation rates at the high school level, poor 
preparation, financial need, and lack of college knowledge which directly impacts admissions 
and retention (Ocasio, 2014). 
In an effort to explore what is causing the lack of Latinx leaders we must first look at the 
minority teacher pipeline. Examining the pipeline entails looking at Latinx student high school 
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graduation rates, college access, obtaining a teaching degree and securing a teaching 
position. Figure 3 is a representation on the pipeline that was presented in the U.S. Department 





Note: Adapted from U.S. Department of Education. (2016, July). The State of Racial Diversity in 
the Educator Workforce. Washington D.C.: Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy 
Development, Policy and Program Studies Service. 
 
 The pipeline is often described as a systematic problem beginning with minorities having 
lower high school graduation rates which lead to lower college enrollment rates. Covarrubias 
(2011) did a quantitative study examining the Chicana/o educational pipeline using 2009 Census 
data and found the following: for every 100 Latino elementary students, 56 graduate high school, 
27 enroll in college, 12 are pushed-out of college, 5 earn an associate degree at a community 
college, 10 graduate with a bachelor's degree, 2 earn a graduate or professional degree, and 0.2 
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graduate with a doctoral degree (p. 93). Fortunately, there has been steady progress in minority 
completion of high school and undergraduate degrees as noted when comparing Villalpando’s 
2001 data to that of Covarrubias 2009 data (Murillo et al., 2010).  
Figure 4 shows a 3% gain of Hispanic students pursuing education majors in the 
distribution of percentages by race/ethnicity from 2000 to 2012. Given that Hispanic educators 
are already underrepresented, this small gain is not sufficient enough to close the growing 
demographic disparity between educators and students.  
Figure 4 
 Percentage Distribution for Bachelor’s Degree Students, by Major and Race/Ethnicity: 2000 & 
2012. 
 
Note: Adapted from U.S. Department of Education. (2016, July). The State of Racial Diversity in 
the Educator Workforce. Washington D.C.: Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy 
Development, Policy and Program Studies Service. 
 
The Latino teacher pipeline is unique and often untraditional (Ocasio, 2014). Many 
Latinx educators are either change of career staff or enter into teaching on an emergency 
certificate to fill the high needs bilingual education area. There is also a higher incidence of 
Latinx educators who do not attend traditional four-year programs but take alternate routes to get 
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their certifications. Without a doubt, one of the most significant barriers impacting the 
underrepresentation of Latinx educators and educational leaders is the educational pipeline or 
lack thereof. “The teacher pipeline is a story of significant racialized barriers but also one of 
inspiring motivation and accomplishment” (Murillo, 2019, p. xxv). Developing a strong system 
of support for Latinx staff will undoubtedly help with retention. Districts with Latinx leaders will 
also likely attract other dedicated educators who want to serve students who share their same 
ethnic background. Minority teacher recruitment, retention, and development efforts are critical 
to increase future minority leadership (Sanchez et al., 2008).   
There has also been a slight increase in the percentage of Hispanic students pursuing 
master’s degrees in education from 2000 to 2012 as shown in Figure 5. However, it is unclear 
from this data how many of the 10% of Hispanics are seeking a master’s degree in educational 
leadership.  
Figure 5  
Percentage Distribution of Master’s Degree Students, by Field of Study and Race/Ethnicity: 
2000 & 2012 
 
Note: Adapted from U.S. Department of Education. (2016, July). The State of Racial Diversity in 
the Educator Workforce. Washington D.C.: Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy 




While these modest increases in advanced degrees are improvements, they will not 
produce the number of Latinx educators and educational leaders needed to close the 
demographic divide. From this data, it is reasonable to conclude that the potential pool of Latinx 
educational leaders is very small; thus, resulting in a narrow, almost non-existent, Latinx pipeline 
into educational leadership. 
An administrative mentoring strand to ensure lower-level administrators are gaining the 
experience and knowledge they need to move into higher levels of administrative leadership is 
essential. All too often, it seems that Latinx administrators are remaining in the lower ranks of 
administration. If Latinx educational leaders can move up the hierarchy, this shift would result in 
an increase in administrators at the higher ranks and it would open entry-level positions for new 
aspiring administrators. There are even notable gender differences among Latinx educators, with 
females serving as teachers twice as long as males before considering entering educational 
leadership as principals (Hernandez & Murakami, 2016, p.4).  
Existing Research on Latina Educational Leaders 
Until recently, much of the existing research on Latinx educational leaders has been 
conducted primarily from a deficiency standpoint with focus on the pipeline concerns causing a 
lack of Latinx administrators (Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012). In the last few years, there have been 
a few published research articles on Latina educational leaders, however, the majority are based 
on studying Texas leaders only. In reviewing the research, there are a handful of researcher 
names that repeatedly come up in the literature on Latinx educational leaders. In fact, there are a 
three journal articles based on data from surveys conducted by the National Latina/o Leadership 
Project, NLLP (Almager, Méndez-Morse, & Murakami, 2018; Méndez-Morse, Murakami, 
Byrne-Jiménez, & Hernandez, 2015; Murakami, Hernandez, Valle, & Almager, 2018). While 
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this research provides a good foundation, it is also necessary to study Latina leaders serving in 
other parts of the country.  
Méndez-Morse et al. (2015) utilized national data on Latinx leaders gathered by a NLLP 
survey focusing solely on the 132 female participants’ information (p.176). Through this data, 
the researchers found that 67% of the Latina leaders were serving in urban districts. Most of 
these Latina leaders were principals of elementary campuses with high minority and /or low-
income student populations (p. 176). This study found that Latina leaders had more varied 
instructional experiences than their male counterparts and, thus, demonstrated higher 
instructional leadership skills (p.184). Despite this additional expertise, they expressed facing 
gender stereotypes regarding the ability to do their jobs as well as racial/ethnic bias and 
discrimination (p. 172). 
Almager et al. (2018) studied Latina PreK-12 administrators using data from the 2015 
NLLP survey that focused on Latinx school leaders in Texas (p. 29). Through their analysis of 
the responses, they found that the majority of the Latina leaders used their own school 
experiences as well as relationships with school stakeholders to achieve student academic 
success (p.25). In reflecting on their leadership strengths, the respondents emphasized their 
ethnicity as contributing to them having a culturally responsive lens. They used this lens to 
support students contrary to the challenges they faced from teachers who were stifling their 
attempts to create inclusive environments (p. 34). The Latina leaders shared that their ability to 
speak both English and Spanish was an important skill as it made them more “approachable” to 
the families they served (p. 34). These leaders also expressed feeling that their path to leadership 
was more difficult than that of their male counterparts (p. 33).  
 
35 
The research of Murakami et al. (2018) utilized the same data from the 2015 NLLP Texas 
survey, however, they analyzed the data focusing on the intersectionality between professional 
identities and Race/ethnicity among 226 Latina/o leaders (p. 1). This research found that 
regardless of their gender, the administrators’ work and professional identities were impacted by 
their race, class, and school experiences. An overwhelming 76% of the respondents stated that 
their school experiences were positive or very positive despite including occurrences of racism 
and discrimination (p. 13). Also, prominent in the findings was the role of mentors, with 79% 
stating that a mentor played a role in their leadership skills and style as well as 74% currently 
serving as role models to other aspiring leaders. 
A recent study done by Martinez et al. (2019) concentrated on how the experiences of 
four Latina principals and/or assistant principals were “shaped by larger inequitable social 
structures and power dynamics” (p. 18). The researchers wanted to gain an understanding of how 
the social identities of these four Latina leaders impacted their careers. Three of the 
administrators studied were from Texas and one was from California. These educational leaders 
provided testimonios which demonstrated the intersectionality of their identities. The findings of 
the study focused on four themes “gender roles and expectations of motherhood, the criticality of 
mentorship, how they confronted and addressed racism and sexism, and harnessed bilingualism 
to empower self and others” (p.1). These findings are similar to those cited in other literature on 
Latina leaders both published articles as well as unpublished dissertations.  
Martinez et al. (2019) found that Latina educational leaders described various career 
obstacles, some self-imposed and some external (p.18). Many of these obstacles centered around 
balancing between the traditional roles of being a wife and mother and the career obligations and 
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expectations of being a principal. The authors also found that Latinas struggle between balancing 
family and work which impacts their pursuit of leadership positions (p.19).  
Similar to the Murakami et al. (2018) research, Martinez et al. (2019) highlighted the 
critical need for mentors for Latina educational leaders as well as female leaders of other 
minority groups. Explaining that mentors are needed not just to help recruit and retain Latina 
leaders but also to help them navigate and advance their careers. In this research, there were few 
Latina leaders within the districts that these administrators worked. In alignment with the 
Méndez-Morse et al. (2015) findings, these Latina testimonies also described examples of being 
undervalued for the skills they brought to their roles and feeling discriminated against (p. 19).  
Another study by Hernandez and Murakami (2016) examined one Latina leader’s 
challenging experiences in developing her professional and racial identity and how these 
identities impacted her work in the school context. They found that the minority leader’s 
professional identity was closely linked to her racial identity (p. 3). Professional identity was 
defined as values, beliefs, energy and motivation. Whereas, racial identity “comprises 
of ancestry, ethnicity, physical appearance, early socialization, and personal experiences” (p. 3). 
Similar to the Martinez et al. (2019) research, this study also highlighted the intersectionality 
between race and gender and its relevance in examining Latina leaders' experiences.  
A study that closely resembles the focus of my research is one done by Fernandez, 
Bustamante, Combs, and Martinez-Garcia (2015). This study examined the career experiences of 
five Latinx secondary principals in Texas. The findings highlighted internal and external drivers 
and barriers of the principals in their careers. The identified internal drivers were passion for 
educational leadership, personal drive, and determination. While external drivers centered 
around family support and mentoring. Internal barriers of career doubt, and questioning of their 
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own leadership capacities were reported. Whereas external barriers highlighted gender bias and 
district level resistance to Latino/a diversity in hiring.  
Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) and Intersectionality 
Theoretical Framework 
In reviewing the existing research, there is very little emphasis on the factors that 
contribute to Prek-12 Latina educational leaders successfully navigating the education system 
and moving up the hierarchy which is the focus of my study. This research investigating what 
factors have influenced/ impacted Latina educational leaders in their professional careers was 
framed by using Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) and intersectionality. Creswell (2007) 
explains theory as “a broad explanation for behavior and attitudes” (p. 61). Examining how 
issues of race/ethnicity and gender have impacted the experiences of Latina leaders in their 
careers can assist the field of education with understanding why there is a lack of Latina 
educational leaders and how to better support and grow more of them.  
Critical Race Theory 
LatCrit was derived from Critical Race Theory (CRT). CRT is based on the concept that 
racism is normal and occurs regularly in our society (Lopez et al., 2006). CRT was introduced in 
the legal field by scholars wanting to “account for the role of racism in American law” 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 25). According to Solórzano and Yosso (2002), CRT in education 
is a framework or set of basic insights, perspectives, methods, and pedagogy that seeks to 
identify, analyze and transform those structural and cultural aspects of education that maintain 
subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of the classroom (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, 
p. 25). In his 2003 article, Lopez asserted that CRT had not spread significantly into the field of 
educational leadership and he was trying to draw attention to the issue of race in public schools. 
 
38 
Lopez discusses various tenants of CRT from exposing and unveiling White privilege to interest 
convergence, as well as the sharing of stories and counter stories told by people of color (2003).  
CRT and methodology in education finds race and racism are “central in defining and 
explaining individual experiences” and they intersect with other forms of subordination such as 
gender, class, and immigration status discrimination (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p.25). The 
authors share how it is important for those who are oppressed to realize they are not alone. 
Having the ability to hear their own stories and others like theirs is helpful (p.27).   
Latino Critical Race Theory 
LatCrit theory began in the mid- nineties in the United States from a gap that many 
critical race theorists believed existed in the literature. Latino critical race theory is not a 
replacement for Critical Race Theory, but rather an extension that specifically addresses Latino 
race issues. The Latino population possesses characteristics and experiences that are unique to 
Latino culture such as language, immigration, ethnicity, culture, identity and sexuality 
(Solórzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001).  
LatCrit theory provides researchers with a lens to examine how multiple forms of 
oppression can intersect the lives of Latinos and how these interactions manifest in their daily 
lives and identities (Lechuga-Pena & Lechuga, 2018, p.304). This framework will provide the 
specific characteristics and structure to examine the unique factors that have impacted Latina 
educational leaders in their career journeys as well as why there is a need to have Latinx 
educational leaders in districts serving Latinx students.   
Intersectionality 
In Latin culture, the role of women is prominently defined, therefore, analyzing the 
intersectionality between being a Latina with a demanding career is also relevant and of interest. 
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This intersectionality between ethnicity and gender can influence decisions related to women's 
career choices as well as posing additional challenges. Macias and Stephens (2019) explain how 
intersectionality began as a result of minority women in that their issues were not adequately 
addressed through feminist theory as they faced different forms of oppression (p.164). They cite 
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 1991 definition of intersectionality as “an analytical tool used to describe 
the complexity of systemic issues faced by marginalized groups that are simultaneously part of 
more than one minority” (p. 165). Macias and Stevens (2019) argue that there is systematic 
oppression of women and minorities producing equity issues in school leadership (p.169).  
Literature Review Conclusion 
The Latinx student population is continuing to grow significantly each year and if there is 
not a concerted effort to increase the pipeline of Latinx educators and educational leaders, the 
field could be missing out on a key element to help address the underachievement of Latinx 
students. Current research indicates that educational leaders who understand the cultural 
background and lived experiences of students tend to be more effective in improving student 
outcomes (Hopson et al., 2010). According to Larson and Ovando (2001), in comparison to their 
White colleagues, minority educators are often better prepared, and perhaps more motivated, to 
challenge institutionalized systems of inequity. Since minority educators live the social, racial, 
and ethnic biases of this society they know first-hand the problems that must be addressed and 
are better equipped to support their students academically. 
Our goal as educators should be to create systems where all students have equitable 
access to quality services, school resources, and learning opportunities that lead to excellence in 
education. An important part of achieving equity is having staff and in particular certified 
educators that are reflective of the students they serve. Wolfe and Dilworth (2015) assert that it is 
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not enough for stakeholders to conceptualize and include minority experiences they must recruit, 
retain, and assess minority representation. They stressed that if an institution does not have 
diversity in their leadership, it is a reflection of the organization not preparing to address the 
ongoing growth of a diverse student population (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015 p. 668). This research 
aligns to the argument that Latinx educational leaders are necessary to meet the needs of a 
growing Latinx student population.   
While there is literature supporting the need for diverse leadership, there seems to be a 
shortage of research demonstrating models of successful Latinx administrators. In general, there 
are very few published studies concentrating specifically on Latina educational leaders, which is 
the focus of my dissertation research. There is minimal research such as the one done by 
Martinez et al. (2019) and Fernandez et al. (2015) that highlight what factors have 
influenced/impacted Latinx administrators in their professional careers, which I also explored. I 
believe understanding these dynamics is essential to begin to close the diversity divide between 
educational leaders and the Latinx students they serve. Existing research regarding Latinx 
educational leaders seems to focus on higher education and PreK-12 principals. This illuminates 
another gap in the research on Latinx educational leaders who serve as superintendents or other 
district level admin. Surprisingly, there is also no evident research on Latinx educational leaders 
in Illinois, one of the highest Latinx populated states. It was my intention to address some of 
these gaps through my research, drawing attention to an area grossly underrepresented in the 
existing literature.   
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Review of Purpose and Research Questions 
This qualitative research study used counter storytelling to examine the experiences of 
Latina educational leaders. The study explored the beliefs, motivations, influences and 
challenges that these leaders have encountered in their careers. The research specifically 
investigated how Latina administrators have overcome challenges they have encountered in their 
careers as well as identified what factors assisted them as they navigated the hierarchy of 
educational administration. The research questions that guided this study included the following: 
1) What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in Illinois to enter the field of 
educational leadership? 2) What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in 
obtaining leadership positions? 3) What factors/elements have Latina administrators found 
helpful in their navigation of the educational leadership hierarchy? This chapter explains the 
methodology that was used to study these research questions, the data collection, and participant 
selection. 
Examining how some Latina educators have successfully acquired leadership positions 
provided valuable insight. By researching Latina leaders’ experiences, cultural characteristics, 
and personal perspectives, I aimed to make meaning and gain understanding of how these factors 
have impacted their careers. These findings can assist and encourage other aspiring Latina 
educational leaders as well as provide a foundation to recognize the barriers these educators face 
so that the obstacles may be alleviated.  
Studying Latina educational leaders benefits the field of education as it may provide a 
unique lens in to how to increase the number of Latina educational leaders. By sharing these 
success stories and gaining insight as to why these particular educators continued to climb the 
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educational hierarchy, we can identify possible strategies to encourage other Latinx educators to 
strive for educational leadership roles. Currently, there are very few studies examining the 
careers of Latina administrators and what supporting factors assist Latina educators as they 
navigate the hierarchy of educational administration. This research could help increase the 
pipeline, remove barriers, and provide solutions to aspiring Latina educational leaders.  
Research Methodology 
Qualitative methodology was an ideal research approach for this study as it “describes 
meaning for several individuals and their lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon” 
(Creswell, p. 57, 2007). This qualitative research study used counter storytelling to study the 
experiences of Latina educational leaders. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) define counter 
storytelling as “a method of telling stories of those people whose experiences are not often told. 
The counter-story is also a tool for exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories 
of racial privilege” (p. 32). These types of stories can assist with educational reform by revealing 
stories that challenge dominant perceptions of race and gender. Using a counter storytelling 
method framed by Latino critical race theory and intersectionality provides a structure to 
understand the experiences of Latinas along the educational pipeline. “Critical race methodology 
in education challenges biological and cultural deficit stories through counter-storytelling” 
(p.37). Solórzano and Yosso (2002) describe how counter-stories can be used as theoretical, 
methodological, and pedagogical tools to “present research grounded in the experiences and 
knowledge of people of color.” Research indicates that race and gender are inseparable barriers 
for Latinas aspiring to leadership roles (Macias & Stephens, 2019, p.169). Providing a forum for 
Latina educational leaders to tell their counter-stories utilizing elements of LatCrit theory and 
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intersectionality is relevant in framing the research as it relates to the factors influencing their 
career paths in PreK-12 education. 
Research Participants 
Since the focus of the study was on Latina administrators, purposeful homogenous 
sampling was necessary. Therefore, I chose to interview Latina educators who were currently in 
administrative roles in Illinois PreK-8 and PreK-12 public school districts. Perspective 
participants were sought via school districts known for having Latinx administrators as well as 
professional organizations such as the Illinois branch of the Association for Latino 
Administrators and Superintendents (IALAS). It was my goal to interview at least 10 Latina 
educational leaders for this research study; in the end I was able to research 12 participants.  
While there is some research regarding Latina educational leaders, the focus is on Latinas 
in higher education and PreK-12 principals ignoring other levels of administration. In particular, 
there appears to be no published research on Latina educational leaders serving students in 
Illinois. The focus of this study was on PreK-12 Latina educational leaders in Illinois who serve 
in a variety of administrative roles both at the school and central office levels. Narrowing the 
focus to Illinois was relevant in that Illinois ranks fifth in the U.S. both for the number of 
students enrolled, over 2 million, in K-12 education as well as for the number of students 
identified as Hispanic, half a million (Excelencia in Education, 2015). Given the large Latinx 
population in Illinois it seems worthwhile to examine the experiences of Latinx educational 
leaders. Despite numerous efforts I was not able to obtain statistical data on the potential pool of 
Latina educational leaders as this data was not available from the Illinois State Board of 
Education. Twelve potential participants were screened and all 12 were interviewed.  
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This study aimed to interview Latina educational leaders at all levels of administration, 
school and central office, in an effort to examine if there are any notable differences in their 
experiences based on job titles/roles they have. Conducting video interviews of individual Latina 
leaders at various levels of administration and hearing their counter stories provided valuable 
insight into the pipeline issue. In order to begin to tackle the issue of the underrepresentation of 
Latinx educational leaders, we must have a comprehensive understanding of what is impacting 
the pipeline (Sethna, 2011). I believe this study provides that wide lens and offers insight into 
ways to increase the Latinx PreK-12 leadership pipeline. 
Protecting Anonymity of Participants 
The reflections shared by the women in my study were very personal in nature, therefore, 
the subjects’ identities were kept confidential. Pseudonyms were used for all participant names 
as well as their places of employment to protect participant privacy. As an additional safeguard, 
no identifiable information was reported in the findings. All names and identifiable information 
were removed from all of the evaluation documents. Any documents collected were copied 
electronically and stored in a secure file and all paper copies will remain locked up until they are 
destroyed. 
Data Collection via Interviews 
The researcher gathered data from primary sources, Latina educational leaders, via 
individual interviews. Given our current realities with Covid-19 and social distancing 
expectations, 8 of the 12 interviews were video interviews executed via Zoom, and 4 were 
conducted in person. I conducted the interviews in a semi-structured format to ensure that all 
participants are asked the same questions from the same interview protocol (see Appendix E), 
while also allowing room for additional themes/questions to emerge. I believe the one on one 
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interviews allowed me to have more insight to the subjects’ perspective. The interviews lasted 
between 90 to 120 minutes. All of the Latina educational leaders interviewed were bilingual 
(English/ Spanish) speakers and as such there were many instances of code switching between 
the two languages. By selecting a homogenous group, Latina educational leaders, and using a 
semi- structured interview protocol, I was able to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
experiences these leaders have faced and draw some commonalities.  
The goal was to make meaning and gain understanding through Latina administrators’ 
personal stories recounting their experiences, cultural characteristics, and personal perspectives 
on what has contributed to their careers. Through an exploration of interviews, this research 
described and identified patterns and themes of successful Latina educational administrators’ 
experiences. Individual interviews were the most appropriate and most effective way to describe 
the phenomenon of this study as it allowed participants to describe their experiences and 
perspectives related to the research questions presented (Weiss, 1994). During the interviews, I 
took notes of the participants’ responses and with the participants’ permission, I also audio 
recorded the interviews, which were later transcribed verbatim.  
Data Analysis 
I used the critical lenses of race and gender to examine the experiences of the Latina 
educational leaders, and what factors have impacted their careers and aspirations in educational 
leadership. I compiled, examined, and analyzed the findings from various sources of data. Using 
Dedoose coding software, I gathered and coded all interview data. Once all of the data was coded 
I reviewed the codes and categorized them into themes. A number of participant descriptors were 
identified and tagged. Summaries of the Latina leader descriptors can be found in Chapter Four, 
Tables 2-6. I triangulated interview data from the administrators to search for common themes 
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and patterns among the participants studied. Each theme was color coded in Dedoose. Saldaña 
(2012) defines a code as “most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a 
summative, salient, essence capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based 
or visual data” (p.3). Codes are used as a tool to detect patterns, categories, or themes (p. 4). 
Some of the codes resulted from words, or short phrases from the participants’ language (p.6). In 
particular, key quotes related to the themes and or research questions were also identified and 
coded. This helped preserve the perceptions and ideas of the interview participants. 
Structured coding was used based on LatCrit and intersectionality between race and 
gender frameworks. For this research, the coding was cyclical in that I read the interview 
transcripts and listened to the audio recordings multiple times for coding and recoding (Saldaña, 
2012, p. 8). I read through the interview transcripts the first time to just gather first impressions 
and make some general notes. Then, for subsequent readings, using Dedoose the data were coded 
utilizing keywords and phrases and adjusting the color coding if needed. Next, I decided which 
codes were most important and created themes by bringing several codes together and nesting 
sub categories under the coded themes as appropriate. 
Once I labeled the themes, I described any connections between the various themes found 
in the data and aligned them to the research questions when appropriate. I noted particular 
categories that appeared to be more important to Latinas in their careers. I interpreted the results 
by describing the themes/patterns found in the participant interviews emphasizing any prominent 
connections between themes. All audio transcripts were reviewed multiple times throughout the 






I triangulated interview data from the Latina leaders to search for common themes and 
patterns (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). Time was allocated for member checking to ensure the 
participants felt their perspectives are accurately portrayed. In the event that there was any 
discrepant or missing information, I sought further explanation from the participants. If 
necessary, I scheduled a follow-up interview with the participant. There was identification and 
clarification of my biases and preconceptions. The themes informed the findings and 
recommendations portion of the study. I peer reviewed the study findings including a debriefing 
to ensure they made sense. I then reported the data in a narrative form throughout chapters 4, 5, 
and 6. 
Trustworthiness of the Data 
I used a number of strategies to ensure validity (Creswell, 2009). I interviewed multiple 
Latina administrators individually for prolonged engagement of persistent data gathering each 
interview lasting 90 minutes to 120 minutes. I asked questions to gather rich descriptions of 
Latina administrators’ experiences and perceptions. I recorded and transcribed the interview 
notes. Then, I reduced data gathered into themes and created categories incorporating direct 
quotes and summaries. 
Limitations of the study 
One of the challenges in researching Latina educational leaders was the availability of the 
sample since there was a limited pool of women that met this participation selection criteria. 
Specifically seeking Latina educational leaders in central office positions was difficult due to the 
low number of them that exist. Examining how some Latina educators have successfully 
acquired leadership positions provided valuable insight. These findings can assist and encourage 
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other aspiring Latina educational leaders as well as provide a foundation to recognize the barriers 
these educators face so that the obstacles/challenges may be alleviated.  
Reflexivity 
As a Latina educational leader, this study was of great interest to me and I believe it has 
significant potential to benefit the field of educational leadership. I am interested to explore how 
other Latina educational leaders’ experiences are similar or dissimilar to my own experience. 
Being a Latina in educational leadership certainly shapes my leadership lens as well as how I 
approach my career goals.  
There were several assumptions present as I began this research. “Qualitative research 
begins with assumptions, a world view, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and the study of the 
research problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 
problem” (Creswell, 2007). Thus, the assumption of this study was that there are factors that 
have influenced the careers of Latina educational leaders. I recorded all interviews and 
transcribed them to protect against bias and assist with the validity of the data.  
Dissertation Timeline 
The timeline established for this dissertation study was about 9 months. The preliminary 
proposal defense was May 12, 2020. The research of conducting the interviews took place over 
the summer months, June through August 2020. The writing of chapters four through six took 
place September 2020 through January 2021. The scheduled date for the dissertation defense is 
February 24th, 2021. 
Summary 
A qualitative methodology of counter storytelling via one on one interviews was used in 
the data collection that occurred between June 2020 and August 2020. Due to the Corona virus 
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outbreak most interviews were conducted via Zoom with four taking place in person. All 
interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and reviewed multiple times for the coding of 
emerging themes.  Dedoose coding software was used to code each interview transcript. The 
participants were interviewed individually from 90-120 minutes each. A few follow up phone 
calls, text messages and emails were required to clarify information such as total years in 
education and age. Pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of the participants, those they 










CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH PARTICIPANT BACKGROUNDS 
 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand what factors have 
influenced/impacted Latina educational leaders in their professional careers. The research 
examined the experiences of Latina administrators, their identities, perceptions, and aspirations 
as it relates to the field of education and their careers. Findings from this study will be reported 
and framed using Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCRT) and intersectionality between race and 
gender to demonstrate what factors impact Latinas in educational leadership roles as well as their 
ability to elevate into higher levels of leadership. One goal of conducting this research is to gain 
a deeper understanding of successful Latina educational leaders' career paths. The hope is that it 
can be used as a road map of sorts to recruit, inspire and mentor other Latinas in their career 
aspirations thereby increasing their representation in the field. 
This chapter provides detailed descriptions of the twelve Illinois Latina Educational 
Leaders who participated in this study. Using LatCrit Theory as a framework to review the 
counter stories of these Latina Leaders helps us gain a glimpse of their journey into educational 
leadership positions. Providing a forum for these stories to be heard is critical given that Latina 
educational leaders are sparse not only in Illinois, but across the country, while at the same time 
we face what many describe as a Latino educational crisis (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; García 
& Figueroa, 2002; Murillo, 2019). While there were variations in the upbringing of these twelve 
Latina participants there are also some common themes that emerged in their experiences.  
Overview of Participants 
In the following sections, an overview describing the backgrounds of each individual 
Latina leader will be provided as well as some overall summaries of characteristics, to 
demonstrate similarities and differences between the participants. All but two of the leaders 
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interviewed grew up in Illinois and all of the leaders have only served as administrators in 
Illinois. Additionally, all of the Latina educational leaders interviewed are bilingual 
(English/Spanish) speakers and thus throughout the interviews there were instances where they 
code switched flipping from one language to the other. Tables 2 through 6 provide additional 
information related to demographics and background information about the research participants 
as well as demographic information of the districts in which they currently serve.  The 
information displayed in Tables 2 through 6 will be examined in greater detail throughout 
Chapters 4 and 5. 
Ethnic backgrounds. Since this research study is examining how race/ethnicity and 
gender are interconnected when it comes to the experiences of Latina educational leaders each 
leader was asked to identify themselves from a racial/ethnic standpoint.  The question in the 
interview protocol was as follows: Do you self-identify as Latina /Hispanic/ Chicana/ a female of 
Latin descent or other? Table 2 provides a summary of the ethnic backgrounds and other identity 








Ethnic Backgrounds of Participants 
 
Pseudonym Ethnicity Self Id. Family Diaspora English Learner 
Alejandra Mexican Latina Immigrant Yes 
Marisol Mexican Latina Grandchild of Immigrant Yes 
Milagro Puerto Rican PR US citizen PR Yes 
Leticia Mexican Hispanic Child of Immigrant unknown 
Lisa Mexican Latina Child of Immigrant No 
Evette Mexican Latina Immigrant Yes 
Gabriella Mexican American Latina Child of Immigrant No 
Alisa Mexican Latina Immigrant unknown 
Yolanda Mexican Mexican Immigrant Yes 
Isabella Cuban/Panamanian Latina Child of Immigrant unknown 
Christina Mexican Latina Child of Immigrant Yes 
Karina Mexican Latina Grandchild of Immigrant No 
Note. PR = Puerto Rican, Self Id. = Self Identification 
When asked to self-identify their ethnic background ten out of 12, or 83% were of 
Mexican descent, however, Gabriella emphasized that she was Mexican American. Of the 
remaining two participants Milagro was Puerto Rican and Isabella was bi-ethnic, of Cuban and 
Panamanian descent. Given that the majority of the Latinx population in Illinois is of Mexican 
heritage it is not surprising that so are the majority of the research participants. Interestingly 
enough, 75% of the participants stated that when they identify themselves around non- Latinx 
colleagues they typically say they are Latina with only Leticia stating that she refers to herself as 
Hispanic. Milagro stated that she always identifies herself as Puerto Rican, never using the larger 
umbrella terms of Hispanic or Latina. Those that do identify as Latina and Hispanic, generally 
cited the same reasons for using those terms. They feel it is a more simplified identifier to share 
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with individuals of other nationalities who do not understand the differences among the various 
Latin countries of origin. Alejandra explained it as follows: 
I usually just use Latina because obviously, I'm from Latin America. Mexican, I usually 
use with someone that understands the different countries within Latin America, compared 
to just kind of more of a broad terminology, just stating that I'm Latina. So most of the 
time, it's just Latina. But with you, because I want to give you as much background as I 
can, I'm stating that I am Mexican. I was born and raised in Mexico. 
 
Family Diaspora. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Latinx individuals are often discriminated 
against and treated as outsiders regardless of their legal status. In an effort to make note of any 
additional challenges these participants may have encountered due all were also asked about 
their families' diaspora.  Only one subject, Milagro, who is Puerto Rican, was not an immigrant 
herself or a descendent of a first or second generation immigrant. Five of the twelve subjects 
stated that they were daughters of immigrants and two were grandchildren of Mexican 
immigrants. The remaining four leaders were born in Mexico. Three of the leaders moved to the 
United States, as young girls and one as a high school student. The differences in immigration 
status had some effects on these Latina educational leaders in their own K-12 schooling. 
However, in reality all twelve of their counter stories had very similar challenges regardless of 
their family diaspora. Alejandra’s experience is a notable exception as she faced additional 
challenges as an immigrant trying to attend college. These challenges will be discussed in further 
detail in her individual background summary.  
 English Learners. The participants were also asked to describe their schooling in detail. 
Half of the educators noted that they were English language learners receiving bilingual 
educational services at some point. As already noted in Chapter 2, bilingual education is a 
controversial topic amongst educators and this group of leaders was no different. Alejandra made 
a point to share that she was placed in bilingual education when she arrived in the U.S. as a 
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teenager and that she felt it set her behind and delayed her getting to her current career status. 
While she did emphasize that she did not believe in bilingual education she made it clear that she 
does believe in dual language education. Both Milagro and Evette shared how during a time 
when they were not in a bilingual program they had very dedicated elementary school teachers 
who went out of their way during their lunch breaks to help them learn English. 
 Family influence and support. A common stereotype of Latinx parents is that they do 
not value education. For this reason it was an identified area to explore with these highly 











Alejandra Elementary Elementary 
Marisol Elementary College Grad 
Milagro unknown HS Diploma 
Leticia Elementary Elementary 
Lisa unknown unknown 
Evette Less than 3 yrs None 
Gabriella unknown unknown 
Alisa Elementary Elementary 
Yolanda Elementary Elementary 
Isabella unknown College Grad 
Christina Elementary Elementary 





By far the majority of the parents were not educated beyond elementary school themselves. 
Marisol and Isabella’s mothers were the only parents who had college degrees and interestingly 
enough, both of them had teaching careers. Despite and oftentimes because of their own lack of 
educational equity, nearly all of the parents talked with their daughters about the value and 
importance of education through high school.  
There were however some evident differences in their stories when they reflected on their 
parents' support or lack thereof regarding them attending college. Karina, Lisa and Milagro, 
admitted not having parental support to attend college and shared facing some similar challenges. 
Prominent in the Latinx culture is the concept that a woman is not to leave home until she is 
married. For some of the participants this was one of the reasons why their parents did not 
support them attending college. Noteworthy is the fact that only 4 out of the 12 left home to 
attend college while all the others commuted back and forth. Another common belief was 
centered on college not being for them as Latina females. More than one of the research 
participants said that they were told that attending a four year college was a “White people 
thing”. The leaders indicated that they faced ridicule from family members, friends, and others in 
the communities in which they grew up for “acting White” or “wanting to be White” because 
they were going to college. Furthermore, they described having dual identities, being college 
students and as members of their families and extended families. Lisa shared that her father 
didn’t really support her attending college but when he would drive her back to school after 
breaks he would comment how he would have loved for his sons to have taken advantage of that 
opportunity. Lisa perceives her father as “a very loving, very doting, very supportive man” but 
said he still is not free of that kind of “machismo thinking”. 
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Only two of the leaders, Marisol and Gabriella, had financial support for college from 
their parents who paid the tuition for their bachelor’s degrees. That being said, seven of them 
shared how their parents allowed them to live at home for free while they attended college and 
also supported them in other ways. Also, four of the subjects worked full time jobs while they 
attended college to pay for tuition and or help their families. For some participants working full 
time while attending school and raising families translated to an extremely long process to 
complete a college degree. For example, Milagro spoke about how it took her “a long time” to 
get her bachelor's degree because she got pregnant at 19 and had to care for her sickly daughter. 
Alisa shared how both she and her husband began college at the same time but due to her 
becoming a mother and having babies her timeline for completing her degree was longer than her 
husbands.  Financial challenges also lengthened Alisa’s timeline, as they were not always able to 
afford college tuition for both of her and her husband to attend simultaneously in addition to 
caring for their young family.  
Fathers influence. One unexpected theme that arose from the participants’ counter 
stories was the emphasis on their relationships and support of their fathers. Latinx culture is 
known for having males be dominant or “machismo” thereby making this finding all the more 
interesting. Seven of the twelve educators discussed in detail how their fathers were very 
involved and supportive in their K-12 education. Many of the leaders' stories were similar 
describing how their fathers emphasized the importance of education, learning, and always doing 
your best. This pattern may be an indication of a possible relationship between involved fathers 
and Latina leadership characteristics. From what these leaders shared it appeared that their 
involved fathers positively influenced the participants’ confidence and endurance to be an 
educational leader in a field where there are very few Latina leaders. 
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Karina recalled how her father always ensured she had what she needed as a K-12 
student. He provided everything from basic school supplies to helping with science fair 
experiments, which by the way she proudly shared that she got first place in both competitions 
she entered. Karina’s father would often emphasize the importance of having the proper tools for 
the job you are doing. She explained sometimes that reference was in relation to actual hardware 
tools such as screwdrivers and hammers and other times it was in reference to school supplies. 
This motto is something Karina has instilled in her own children but also one she lives by as a 
leader responsible for helping others. She pointed out how part of her job is to make sure that 
students and staff have the tools they need to be efficient, productive, and successful.  
Marisol also often referenced her father and his influence on her as a person and her 
beliefs about education.  
My dad was very much a big advocate for education. He never got past middle 
school, so he was a factory worker, so huge on education as your way out. And 
then my mother had gone back to college after I was born, and became a teacher. 
So there was always this thing at home that you follow the rules, the teachers, and 
education is your pathway.  
 
While all of the involved, beloved, fathers did not support their daughters going to college at the 
time, their influence and support throughout the educators lives appeared in other ways and was 
clearly acknowledged.  This theme of their fathers’ influence will reappear throughout the 
research findings. 
Participant education and career experience. Table 4 summarizes the participants’ 
age, highest education level achieved, years of experience in education and educational 
leadership.   
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Table 4  
 
Participant Education and Career Experience  
Pseudonym Age Education Education as a Career 
Total Yrs in 
Ed. 
Yrs in Ed. 
Leadership 
Alejandra 40-44 Second Masters 1st Career BS not Ed. 4-9 4-9 
Marisol 45-50 Second Masters 2nd Career 16-20 10-15 
Milagro 45-50 Pursuing Doc. 1st Career 21-25 10-15 
Leticia 35-39 Pursuing Doc. 1st Career 16-20 4-9 
Lisa 31-34 Masters 1st Career 10-15 4-9 
Evette 45-50 Pursuing Doc. 2nd Career 21-25 10-15 
Gabriella 45-50 Pursuing Doc. 1st Career 21-25 16-20 
Alisa 35-39 Masters 2nd Career 4-9 1-3 
Yolanda 35-39 Pursuing Doc. 1st Career BS not Ed. 10-15 4-9 
Isabella 45-50 Masters 1st Career 21-25 4-9 
Christina 31-34 Masters 1st Career 10-15 1-3 
Karina 45-50 Pursuing Doc. 2nd Career 21-25 16-20 
 
The educators in this study ranged from 31 to 50 years old with half falling in between the ages 
of 45-50. Research on the Latinx educational pipeline discusses how the pathway is often a non-
traditional one (Ocasio, 2014). This pattern holds true for educators in this study as well. For the 
majority of the participants, 8 out of 12, education was their first career. However, of those eight, 
two did not get their bachelor’s degrees in education. After graduating, Yolanda decided to go 
back to school right away to become a teacher. Alejandra entered the field of education as a 
teaching assistant and then worked in the business and human resources areas of education prior 
to entering into educational leadership. Four of the leaders studied, Marisol, Evette, Alisa, and 
Karina, were change of career educators starting first in the business sector and switching to 
education either for family reasons or other opportunities that arose.  
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As a group these leaders have many years of experience in the field of education. All but 
two of the leaders, Alejandra and Alisa, have worked in the field of education for over ten years, 
with five of them having over twenty years of experience. Comparatively, despite having been in 
the field for many years most have not served as leaders for nearly as long. Most of them have 
held leadership positions for 4-9 years.  It would be interesting to compare their number of years 
of experience prior to entering and into leadership with leaders of other races and ethnicities to 
see if there is a significant difference in how long they are in the field of education prior to 
pursuing leadership roles.  
Education. The educational level of the Latina leaders in this study are far from typical 
of the Latinx population as described in Chapter 2. While it is a requirement for administrators in 
Illinois to have master’s degrees in educational administration the majority of these participants 
have above and beyond that requirement, see education column Table 4. Many of these leaders 
have a bachelors and two master’s degrees as well as the additional 18 hours required for 
Bilingual/ESL endorsements. Half of those interviewed are currently pursuing doctorate degrees 
which statistically is extremely rare given that less than 0.2 percent of the Latinx population have 
doctorate degrees in any field (Covarrubias, 2011, p. 93). While in general this level of education 
is uncommon for Latinx individuals, it is not completely surprising for this particular group. As 
shown in Table 6, an overwhelming majority, 7 out of 12, of the participants have career 
aspirations to be superintendents one day. In the state of Illinois a doctorate degree is not 
required to be a superintendent. However, many of these leaders expressed the feeling that they 
need a doctorate to be considered viable/credible candidates for superintendent positions. 
Current Leadership Information. Table 5 is a summary of current leadership 






Participant Current Leadership Information 





Alejandra District Director PreK-8 Majority Latinx 4,001-6,000 
Marisol Principal PreK-12 Majority White 10,000+ 
Milagro Principal PreK-8 Majority Latinx 10,000+ 
Leticia Principal PreK-12 Majority Latinx 10,000+ 
Lisa Principal PreK-8 Majority Latinx 4,001-6,000 
Evette Director of EL PreK-8 Majority Latinx 0-4,000 
Gabriella Assist. Sup./Chief Academic PreK-8 Majority Latinx 4,001-6,000 
Alisa Assistant Principal PreK-8 Majority Latinx 4,001-6,000 
Yolanda Assist. Sup./Chief Academic PreK-12 Majority Latinx 0-4,000 
Isabella Principal PreK-12 Majority Latinx 10,000+ 
Christina Principal PreK-8 Majority Latinx 6,001-10,000 
Karina District Director PreK-8 Majority Latinx 6,001-10,000 
Note. Assist. Sup. = Assistant Superintendent, Chief Academic = Chief Academic Officer 
 
The majority of the participants, 67%, are currently serving in PreK-8th grade districts 
while the remaining 33% serve in PreK-12 districts. None of the administrators interviewed 
serve in high school only districts. Leticia, discussed a similar phenomenon in her interview.  
When we think about Latino administrators, I feel like our numbers are greater in 
elementary. They decrease when we just look at high school administrators. And I think 
like in the university sector, it's a lot less. And I mean, I think that that's also 
representative of like just culturally, what are we pushing ourselves to do? What support 
do we have to get there? Because the numbers do keep decreasing.  
 
All participants except for one, serve in districts that are majority minority, serving large Latinx 
student populations. The fact that nearly all of the participants serve in districts that have high 
Latinx populations is linked to their motivation for entering the field of education as well as 
becoming administrators. The Latina leaders’ motivation will be discussed in more detail in the 
section addressing that particular research question. While Marisol is not currently serving in a 
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district with a high Latinx population, she previously served in two districts that had Latinx 
student populations of over 50%. This group of leaders serve in districts of various sizes, 
however, the district size variation did not seem to be a relevant variable in their counter stories.  
The sample of selected research participants was purposeful to ensure that Latina 
educational leaders from a variety of leadership positions were represented. Given that the pool 
of Latina leaders, in Illinois, is shallow it was a conscious decision not to be overly specific with 
their roles to protect their identities. Their current roles range from what is typically viewed as an 
entry level, assistant principal position to assistant superintendent/ chief academic officer, which 
is the second highest ranked position in the K-12 leadership hierarchy.  Of the leaders 
interviewed, half were in principal roles, one was an assistant principal and the remaining five 
were district level administrators. See Table 5 for the summary breakdown of roles each leader 
currently holds. Those serving in the district level roles hold a variety of positions with three of 
the five reporting directly to the superintendent.  
In listening to their counter stories it was clear that there was a need to distinguish 
between those serving as English Learner (EL) directors and those who hold director level 
positions in other areas. The decision to make this distinction was due to a common concern 
shared in the interviews that that they or someone they know faced being boxed into “Latina 
roles” such as EL directors. This challenge of being a “token Latina administrator” is discussed 
in detail in the section related to research question two: What challenges have Latina educational 
leaders encountered in obtaining leadership positions? While only one of the twelve currently 
serves as an EL director, four of the other leaders have previously served as EL directors. In fact, 
the EL director role was an entry point for all of them to get into leadership roles at the district 
level. Marisol pointed out how while she enjoyed the work it was “a lot of work and I was 
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getting paid very little money.” There are a number of districts in Illinois that pay less for the 
administrative positions that oversee English Learner programs. EL Directors have additional 
educational requirements (18 hours to become properly endorsed) as well as responsibilities 
covering many areas such as curriculum and instruction, fiscal grant management, and human 
resource functions, among other duties. Marisol described feeling unsupported in this role 
outside of her immediate supervisor.  Despite overseeing a large EL program she felt the work 
that she was doing  
...wasn't really seen at the district level, it wasn't valued or important, so it felt like you're 
kind of in that hamster wheel, and you're just kind of running and running and running. It 
was important work, it was good work, I had good people, and I worked with good 
people, but it was never going to make a difference there. 
 
It is also of significance to note that two of these leaders previously held higher levels of 
leadership at the district level. Both leaders reported that they chose to leave the higher ranking 
and higher paying jobs when their districts hired new superintendents whose leadership styles 
and priorities did not align to their values as Latina educational leaders.   
 Given that the majority of the Latina leaders had families I wanted to see how much 
proximity to work impacted their decisions when seeking out new positions. The question in the 
interview protocol was: When seeking new positions what type of jobs are you most interested 
in? Please describe not only the job duties/ responsibilities but also the type of environment- 
school, district etc. The participants' responses are summarized in Table 6 showing that distance 
is not the most important factor to the Latina leaders in their job searches. As a group, their job 
selection is more influenced by other factors related to human capital such as student 
demographics, culture climate, and relationships. While distance/ work commute was not the 
most important factor influencing job choice, it was something that a number of these leaders 
mentioned as something that they struggle to balance with the time away from their families. A 
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third of the participants noted student demographics as influencing their job selections the most. 
Evidence of this can be seen in the column labeled District Racial Demographics in Table 5 and 
the column labeled Job Choice Influence in Table 6. Throughout the interviews many described 
wanting to serve students like them or serve in communities like those they grew up in. This 
theme will be addressed in more detail later in this chapter in the finding specific to the research 
question one: What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in Illinois to enter the 
field of educational leadership?  
Table 6  
 
Educational Career Influence and Goals  
Pseudonym Current Position 
Job Choice 
Influence Career Goal 
Alejandra Central Office Director salary Director 
Marisol Principal distance Education- Open 
Milagro Principal advancement Superintendent 
Leticia Principal culture climate Education- Open 
Lisa Principal demographics ISBE/Policy 
Evette Director of EL culture climate Superintendent 
Gabriella Assist. Sup./Chief Academic Off. relationships Superintendent 
Alisa Assistant Principal distance Superintendent 
Yolanda Assist. Sup./Chief Academic Off. demographics Superintendent 
Isabella Principal advancement Director 
Christina Principal demographics Superintendent 
Karina Central Office Director demographics Superintendent 
 
Backgrounds of Educational Leaders 
 This next section will highlight the backgrounds of each individual Latina educational 
leader interviewed. While there were many commonalities in their counter stories each leaders’ 
interview had some variation in the focus based on their reflections of their past and present. In 
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particular their upbringing, who or what has influenced them, and their administrative career 
path will be featured. 
Alejandra. Alejandra was born and raised in Mexico and came to the US when she was 
13 years old. She considers herself “native, 100% Mexican” When she came to the U.S she was 
held back one year before beginning high school in the Chicago area. Alejandra shared that she 
attended racially segregated Latinx schools. She was placed in a transitional bilingual program 
which she says made it challenging for her to learn English.  “I actually had a hard time learning 
English, because we all communicated in Spanish. I would always talk in Spanish with my 
classmates and my teachers.” She expressed how this made it difficult for her when she went to 
college. In high school despite not having a full grasp of English she was an A/B student. Then 
when she went to college she admitted, “I was getting Ds and Cs, because I didn't really 
understand the language.” She described this as one of the reasons she entered into the field of 
education.  
It took me longer because of the barrier of the language and the bilingual 
program. I hate to say this, but I didn't see my teachers as role models. I don't 
think any of them helped me. I don't think any of them inspired me. My parents, 
basically... Obviously, they didn't go to school, they didn't go to college. But they 
would always have conversations with my sister and I when we were having 
dinner. And just what they know, right? The basics. Go to college if you don't 
want to have a low paid job. So, I just knew I had to go to college. There was no 
other option for me.  
 
While she valued and wanted to go to college she did not have the money or grades to get 
into what she called “high profile universities.”  As a result, Alejandra first got her 
associates before transferring to a four year university. She completed both her bachelors 
and her first masters in non-education related fields before going back for a second 
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master’s degree in educational administration. Alejandra’s perseverance, resiliency, and 
grit are evident when she describes her college experience.  
I didn't have the American experience where you actually live on campus. I was 
living at home. Because again, I went to the cheapest schools that I could find. I 
was actually illegal when I went through my bachelor's and my master's degrees. 
So, I couldn't get a driver's license. And obviously, I couldn't live on campus, I 
couldn't get financial aid. So, I needed to work full time so I could go to school 
part time. I remember taking two trains and two buses to get to the university. So, 
I was living at home. I would work my nine, eight-hour shift. Then from there, I 
would go to school at night, and then I would come back on the train and on the 
bus.  
 
Alejandra’s path into educational leadership was non-traditional, similar to those noted in 
the research by Ocasio (2014) described in the Chapter 2 Literature Review.  While her 
first three degrees were not in education she always worked in the school system. 
Alejandra started as a teacher aid when she was 19, and then became the secretary for the 
bilingual program. She was recruited to work in the business office, because the 
superintendent “found out” that she had a finance degree. Alejandra currently serves as a 
director at the superintendent’s cabinet level, a position she has held for the last five 
years. 
Marisol. Marisol was born and raised in a south suburb of Chicago. Growing up her 
family was initially one of the few Mexican families in her neighborhood but over time that 
changed.   
All of a sudden, all of the Caucasians, European families started moving out, and then, by 
the time I was in, probably, late junior high, all these Mexican families had moved in, 
African American families had moved in, and then there was no representation of any 
Caucasian families.  
 
As a student Marisol was placed in bilingual education classes for pre-k through first grade in a 
public-school district. Her parents then sent her to a small parochial school for second through 
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eighth grade. Marisol then attended a large suburban public high school with a diverse student 
body.  
Throughout her counter story Marisol talked about the importance of education. Being 
raised by a mother who had a college degree and a father who had a middle school education she 
was able to see the difference in their experiences and opportunities and that greatly influenced 
her core beliefs regarding education.   
My core beliefs (regarding education) are around access to higher learning is your 
access to a greater life or an opportunity for bigger and greater things. I think I'm 
pretty self-aware that education is something that very few of us get really good 
access to. Us being kids from lower/ middle class heavily minority communities. 
So it's (education) very much a golden ticket and an opportunity... your success is 
defined by your education. And the world functions and works with people who 
are highly educated and those that aren't educated are sometimes in situations that 
they're easily taken advantage of and marginalized. 
 
Marisol’s parents paid for her bachelor’s degree tuition at the University of Illinois. She has two 
master’s degrees in addition to the 18 advanced degree hours for her ESL / Bilingual 
endorsement. 
Education is Marisol’s second career. Prior to entering into the field of education she 
worked in corporate America as a team leader for a large company. After having children she 
wanted a career that was more “family friendly”. Her mother was a teacher so she was very 
familiar with teaching and decided to go back to school to become a teacher.  Marisol’s first and 
only teaching position was in the district she attended as a primary student, a large majority 
minority district.  
After teaching for four years Marisol took a position as the coordinator for the EL 
program.  Marisol has experience serving in both principal and central office administrative roles 
in four different districts, two high minority, high poverty and two primarily White affluent 
districts. Marisol is currently serving her second year as an elementary principal in a 
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predominantly White school district. Her current job selection was primarily based on proximity 
to her home and wanting to have more time with her own children. When asked what position 
she enjoyed most thus far in her educational leadership career Marisol described her last position 
where her boss was also a Latina.  
I really liked that job, I really did. I loved the opportunity to fix some things that 
maybe I didn't have an opportunity being in the principal role but being the 
director, I could kind of fix some things, I really enjoyed that. I think that that was 
all about the team, the people that I worked with and worked for and it just seemed 
like that was a place that you felt like you could be you, I could be me, we could 
all... and we all had the same goals, and really it was working with... in a 
community that really the kids look like me, I enjoyed that. I enjoyed having an 
opportunity to make a difference in the lives of those children, but most 
importantly I was surrounded in a team that I felt like I could do that. I didn't have 
to pretend to be somebody else or pretend my interests were different. 
 
Milagro. Milagro was born and raised in government public housing in the projects of 
Puerto Rico. She moved directly to Illinois from Puerto Rico, when she was 32 years old and has 
only worked in one school district here. Her district is a high minority, majority Latinx, district 
located in a south suburb of Chicago. She served as a bilingual teacher prior to becoming an 
elementary principal. In the last thirteen years she has served as an elementary principal in two 
schools. Milagro is one of two Latinx building administrators in her large PreK to 8th grade 
district which is over 50% Latinx and over 90% low income. She was previously the principal at 
one of the more diverse schools in the district but then was moved to a school that is over 85% 
Latinx where she is beginning her fourth year.  
Her background and experiences growing up poor have greatly influenced her as a leader 
and were a prominent theme throughout her counter story. She recalled how her mother walked 
her and her siblings to school every day because the neighborhood was not good. Milagro’s 
memories of growing up still are very vivid.  
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We lived all of our lives in extreme poverty. We would get our electricity cut off 
and our water shut down and stuff like that because my mom was a single mom. 
We didn't grow up with our dads. We have three different dads, three different 
kids. It was a very hard time for my mother and for us.  
 
Milagro says her mother always wanted them to do better and she would tell them "Don't 
stay here. Because I can't doesn't mean you can't. I want you to do better, and then you 
can help me."  
Milagro recalled visiting her aunt in North Carolina and staying with her for a few 
years, and then returning to Puerto Rico in eighth grade. Milagro shared that in Puerto 
Rico the teachers were very strict and not very caring, and she doesn’t recall any of her 
teachers inspiring her. Whereas in North Carolina the school she attended was “a very 
racist school” however, she had an African American teacher who looked out for her. 
Milagro would get picked on, so the teacher would keep her in for recess. During that 
time her teacher would help her learn English.  “That was the person that really inspired 
me to really want to thrive.”  
Milagro’s mother did not know a lot about school and had low expectations 
telling her to just get her high school diploma, so she could get a job. When she told her 
mother that she wanted to go to college, she said, "I can't help you. I don't know anything 
about that." She recalled her teachers saying that the only way to make it in the world is 
by studying, by getting a degree.  
I just walked myself to the college and I said, "Hey, I want to study here." I kept asking 
people, "I want to study here. What do I need to do?" And they would tell me. I didn't 
know anything about filling the FAFSA, any of that stuff. Which is sad, because if 
somebody would've said, "We can't help you," or, "We don't have time," I would have 
just walked out and never gotten a degree, because in school I didn't really get all that 
information that I was supposed to get. Just knew that I wanted to be a teacher, and to be a 





Milagro went to college in Puerto Rico for her bachelor's degree in Secondary Education.  
It took her a long time to complete college because she got pregnant with her daughter when she 
was 19. Her daughter was very sick when she was born, so Milagro had to drop out for three 
years because her daughter was in intensive care. Her persistence to finish college came from 
wanting a better life for her daughter.  
 She has two master’s degrees one in ESL and one in Educational leadership. Milagro 
shared if it was not for a government funded master’s degree program she would never have 
become an administrator. Currently Milagro is enrolled in a doctoral program for educational 
leadership. Her counter story shows perseverance, resiliency and is evidence that all students 
regardless of their background can achieve great things.  
Leticia. Leticia was born and raised in Chicago in a predominantly White 
neighborhood with only three Latinx families on her block. She attended a small all girls’ 
Catholic school from kindergarten through eighth grade. There were only five other girls 
in her grade level. The demographics of her school were equally divided between White 
and Hispanic students. She attended an all girls’ Catholic high school in Chicago. 
Because there was not a Catholic school close by so she had to commute to high school 
having to take two buses and a train to get to school every day. Leticia described her high 
school as pretty diverse with African American, White, Hispanic, and a few Asian 
students. Her school had small class sizes and a family atmosphere.  
They took the time kind of to know you as a learner and push you. And 
oftentimes if you knew something or forcing you to get out of your comfort zone 
and take those risks in your learning and stuff like that.   
 
Leticia’s recollections of her schooling were very positive centering around her 
relationships with her teachers. In listening to her counter story there were many 
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examples of how her leadership has been modeled after her school experiences as a 
young student.  
I think that I had teachers along the way, both in elementary and in high school 
that influenced me. High school, I would say that I had them academically, but I 
also had them... Individuals that would shape who I am or shaped my thinking 
around career and learning and just as much as academics. And I think that's where 
I saw more of the shaping of the whole child. I want to say that all of my teachers 
were White females. 
 
Like many of the other Latina leaders Leticia also credits her father with greatly 
influencing her.  
I would say my dad was a big influence. Education was just very important and instilled 
very early on that your role as a child was to be going to school, to be successful, to ask 
questions, to get clarity around things that you didn't know. And that was your main 
priority, right? That was your job as a child. 
It was school, and he would always reference I have to go to work and this is what I have 
to do. When you go to school, this is what you have to do and make sure that you're 
successful.  
 
Leticia has worked in three districts over her 20 years in education. She began her career 
in education while enrolled in college. As a Golden Apple scholar, she had the opportunity to 
work with a founding principal of a new charter school in Chicago who she had taken a course 
with over the summer. Leticia switched all her college courses to night courses to work full time 
at the school. Since she was working it took her longer to complete her bachelor's degree but in 
return she got many unique experiences that have helped her throughout her career. Leticia 
served as an assistant principal for three years prior to becoming a principal.  She is currently in 
her second year serving as an elementary principal in a large predominantly Latinx school 
district in a suburb of Chicago.  
Leticia embodies the concept of a lifelong learner. She has two master’s degrees, a 
reading specialist and an educational leadership degree. She has also taken leadership course 
work through Harvard University and the Kellogg School.  After completing the minimum 
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requirement of a master’s in leadership she also earned four endorsements: ESL, Bilingual, 
LBS1, and superintendent. She decided to pursue the first three to be able to better help the 
students and teachers in her school. Leticia has also completed all of her coursework for her 
doctorate degree and only has to write her dissertation.  
Lisa. Lisa was born in Chicago where she lived until about second grade. Her family then 
moved to a “safer diverse” Chicago suburb for her and her siblings to grow up in. Lisa is the 4th 
out of 5 children and the only one who went to college.   
Lisa recalls knowing at a very young age that she wanted to go to school to be a teacher.  
She shared that she had three educators that had a huge impact on her as a student. Her 
kindergarten teacher who was an African American woman who instilled the love of reading in 
her. In seventh grade she had an African American male language arts teacher who taught with a 
very inclusive lens and had the students reading texts with multicultural characters. Lisa shared 
that it was because of him that she wanted to teach middle school. Her high school counselor 
gave her the nudge to go to college which is significant because she did not have the support at 
home. Rather she stated, “it was a battle at home to go to college”. The counselor helped Lisa 
find scholarships and he was the reason why she went to a four-year university and not 
community college.  
All of her life Lisa has struggled with what she called a “dual identity” fighting with a lot 
of cultural pulls between school and home. As the daughter of Mexican immigrants, she 
indicated that she still has very strong connections to immigrant culture.   
So I remember early on, being that child to translate for my parents at 
conferences. And I remember feeling embarrassed and I hate to even admit that 
now, because I adore my parents. My parents are beautiful. But in that moment, I 
saw the difference. Oh, my family life is different, and my school life is different. 
And so it was this constant, like I'm this person at school. I'm like this person at 
home. And so at home, it was a lot of things were centered around me cleaning 
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the house, cooking, getting a part-time job and helping financially. I grew up 
hearing, "Oh yeah, get your high school diploma and you're good."  
 
Lisa described how her parents “instilled those values of humility, working hard, and concepts of 
decency”. Her father really struggled with the idea of her going away to college. He would 
always tell her that “no decent woman would go away without being married” and that was a 
topic that they would fight about causing her a lot of “heartache”. She described herself as 
“lucky” that her teachers continued to push her since she didn’t have the support to go to college 
at home. While it was challenging for her to go against her parents’ wishes, she pathed the way 
for other females in her family. Lisa shared how now her nieces are being encouraged to go to 
college and she is the family member everyone brags about what she is doing career wise.  
Throughout her interview Lisa talked about education from a political lens. She provided 
this insight to her beliefs about education:  
Probably the greatest equalizer. Without that education, no one can take that away 
from you. It allows you to learn and speak about issues that impact your 
community and advocate. So I think it is to me, almost like a political move. 
Education to me is very political and it just empowers all communities. 
 
Of all the Latina educational leaders interviewed Lisa was the most political. She also was the 
only one that talked about her future aspirations as being in a field outside of education but still 
being somewhat related to education. Ultimately, she would like to work for the Department of 
Education or in some other role that has decision making power to influence policy related to 
education. In her interview she talked extensively about how as an ethnic group Latinx do not 
advocate or organize enough politically to adequately draw attention to our needs in order to 
advance.   
Lisa is very conscientious to mentor others, especially other Latinas to what she 
referenced as “lifting each other up.”  This is in large part because she recognizes that many of 
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her opportunities have come from relationships she has made with people in the field of 
education. Lisa is serving her second year as an elementary principal in a PreK-8 district in a 
suburb of Chicago. Her school is predominantly Latinx with the majority of the classes being one 
way dual language classes.  
Evette. Evette was born in Mexico. Her parents immigrated to the United States but 
initially left her and two of her siblings in Mexico with her grandmother. She began her 
schooling in Mexico and she vividly remembers her first grade teacher who was a young male. 
Evette described him as very kind but also very stern. During the interview she quoted what he 
would tell her in Spanish essentially a message of if she did not do her best work he would tell 
her to redo it because he knew she could do great work. When she came to Illinois, her parents 
did not know the laws or the school system and they enrolled her in a preschool where the priest 
and nun taught her English. Despite essentially losing a year of schooling Evette ended up 
graduating high school a year early.  
As a teacher, Evette taught all grades K-5 and taught both bilingual and general education 
classes.  All of her years teaching were in one school district a large PreK -12 district with over 
80% Latinx student population. Her first administrative position was as a half time assistant 
principal and half time English Language coordinator in a small district that was facing changing 
demographics with more Latinx students enrolling. Evette only served in that district for a short 
time before moving on to another district. Over the last few years Evette has served in five 
different school districts as an English Learner administrator in either assistant director or 
director roles. She decided to leave an assistant EL director position that she really enjoyed due 
to being recruited by the district that she lives in. This was a position she was hesitant to take due 
to the fact that her own children were enrolled in the dual language program. Of all the positions 
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she held and all of the challenges she faced she shared that serving in her own community was 
by far the most difficult.  
And to not be able to serve the community that you live in, I think that's what I 
continue to struggle with, like the community that I have invested my entire 
children's life, right? Does not accept me. At all. And they want nothing to do with 
me. 
 
She left the position in her own community for the position she now holds. Despite having a long 
commute she says she is much happier. Now, for the first time in her educational leadership 
career, she is a part of a team that values what she brings to the table and appreciates her 
advocacy of not just English Learners but all students.  
Gabriella. Gabriella was born and raised in a southwest suburb of Chicago. She is the 
daughter of Mexican immigrants. Gabriella was the sixth out of seven children and the first one 
to be born in the United States. She was heavily influenced by her older siblings and shared how 
they really helped her. While her siblings were born in Mexico they came to Illinois at an early 
age and had the majority of their schooling here.  
They were very smart. I felt the pressure because they were very into their academics. In 
fact, my brother was salutatorian and my sister was a valedictorian. They all got full 
rides. My sisters all went to U of I in Champaign, got full rides. And then there's me.   
 
She shared how teachers right away recognized her last name and would assume that she was 
like her siblings describing this as one of her “biggest pet peeves”. One teacher even called her 
the “black sheep of her family.” Gabriella described herself as the opposite of her siblings, more 
sociable and more involved in school activities in her high school years. She wanted to be 
different and purposely did not do her best.  
She vividly recalled one experience with her counselor in her junior year in high school 
that really impacted her life and her thinking.  
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I wanted to come talk to you about college, I want to be a teacher. And she's like, 
Oh, you're a Cardenas. And I go, yeah, I'm a Cardenas. I remember her looking 
into my file and she was excited to talk to me and then she was like, “Oh honey”. 
I remember her saying, “Oh honey”. She goes, “I don't think you're ready to go to 
college”. She goes, “I would advise you not to go to university. I don't think 
you're ready. I think you should just go to Junior College”. Because of my grades. 
And she goes, “you're not like your siblings”. And so I remember just crying and 
friends were consoling me. And I think that was like, I'm going to prove you 
wrong. So I think that negative instance really pushed me and I feel like that's 
how I'm driven. People doubt me, I'm going to prove you wrong. You say, I can't 
and I will show you. 
 
Knowing that she wanted to be a teacher she looked into “some good education programs.  So 
that's why I decided to go to Illinois State University in Bloomington, Illinois”.  
Gabriella began her education career in Chicago Public Schools (CPS) as a first grade 
bilingual teacher. After three years in CPS, she got married and her husband was relocated to the 
Bloomington area so she decided to return to Illinois State to get her master's degree while 
teaching. At the time the Bloomington area had a growing EL population and Gabriella “built” 
the program there while teaching.  
Gabriella and her husband moved back to the area where she grew up to start their family 
and be close to extended family. She then began teaching in the district she currently works in. 
Gabriella worked her way up the ranks in her district serving as a teacher, lead teacher, EL 
director, and principal before being promoted to the assistant superintendent position she now 
holds.  Gabriella is currently completing her doctorate degree and hopes to be a superintendent 
one day.  
Alisa. Alisa was born in Mexico and came to the United States when she was three. She 
is the youngest of seven girls, the three youngest girls immigrated with her parents. Her family 
lived with her sister in Chicago before moving to a nearby suburb with a heavy Latinx 
population. At one point they moved to another suburb with a smaller Mexican population only 
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to move back due to her older sisters feeling like they did not “fit in” the new area. She indicated 
that her mother did not want her to go to high school out of fear.  Her sister had dropped out at 
16 as she did not know the language and had trouble adjusting and faced “culture shock” and 
wanted to “avoid falling into a bad crowd”. Alisa spent the majority of her life in the racially 
segregated suburb going to elementary school, high school and community college all in the 
same city.  
Alisa got married very young, at 20 years old, marrying her high school sweetheart. She 
admitted this was in part due to her mother saying that she could not leave the house unless she 
was married. Alisa and her husband went to community college together and then both 
transferred to Depaul. They started a family right away and she said it was hard starting a family, 
going to school, and working. She would schedule all her classes on one of her days off and 
would go to school from eight in the morning to nine o’clock at night. “It was intense, and I had 
to be very dedicated, very organized with my time. I would go for that one day to school, it 
would be full-time”. At times she would have to take a break from school either due to family 
obligations or financial obligations not being able to afford for herself and her husband to both 
attend school. As a result Alisa did not finish her bachelor’s degree in early childhood education 
until she was 29. Despite all the challenges she still went back to get her ESL and bilingual 
endorsements and soon after that, Alisa started the courses for her master's degree in educational 
administration. 
Like many of the other Latina leaders interviewed, Alisa spoke at length about her 
father’s influence on her.  Her father loved school although he was not able to finish due to 
having to work to help support his family. She said he would often tell her "Please go to school, 
finish it." She thinks he saw his dream through her.  
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My father influenced me a lot because of his love for education. Even when I was 
a freshman in high school, he wanted to become a U.S. citizen. And so he went to 
school, he took the courses, because he had to take the test in English. And I 
would help him out after school, help him study. But you could tell he had that 
passion for education. And just seeing him, he used to work the third shift so that 
he could drive me to the high school and bring me back. My father would always 
tell me, "You need to be educated. You need to make sure you go into a 
profession and a job that you love, though. So you won't feel like you're going to 
work every day. And so you could feel like you have to really, truly found your 
passion." And let me tell you, when we decided, my husband and I decided to get 
married at 20, my dad, he was disappointed and made me promise that I would 
not drop out of school. Sometimes I would take a semester off here and there and 
I remember when he would come visit, he would always ask "When are you going 
back?"  
 
In addition to her father Alisa was influenced by her teachers at school. In high school 
she was in a special career pathway program that supported students and exposed them to 
different professions within their selected pathway. She shared that in the program you were with 
the same cohort of students and the same teachers for those three years, and that helped build 
those relationships which really helped her. 
Alisa started her career as an elementary bilingual teacher, teaching 1st grade and 
kindergarten. She described that district as very small with only two Latina teachers, herself 
being one of them. Alisa is entering into her second year as an assistant principal, however, at the 
time of the interview she was interviewing for a principal position in the town where she grew 
up. Her current district is large serving predominantly Latinx students similar to the one she 
attended as a student and why it appealed to her. 
Yolanda. Yolanda was born in Mexico and began her schooling in Mexico in a small 
rural town in a one room school house where her uncle was the teacher. When she was six years 




I remember we spent the night at my grandparents’ house and we took the bus to Juarez, 
my mom and I had to walk across the border. And then we landed. Somebody found us 
on the other side. A couple of days after we started walking and then we got on a plane 
and came to Illinois.  
 
When Yolanda first came to Illinois she lived in an area where primarily only Mexican’s 
lived. She was placed in a bilingual program for first and second grade. Her older siblings 
pitched in to purchase a house in a “better area” which did not have a Latinx population but an 
immigrant Italian population. “I was the only Mexicana in my class, nobody knew Spanish. And 
I remember coming home just crying because I didn't understand my teacher, I couldn't talk to 
the kids.” It was a very small school where she attended third through eighth grade. Yolanda 
shared that although the Italians were also immigrants while in school she became aware very 
young that they were not immigrants like her and her family, alluding that the Italian immigrants 
were more respected and accepted than the Mexican immigrants. For high school Yolanda 
attended a public high school. 
It had a really bad reputation. It was like super hood. And there were a lot of African 
Americans and it was really gang affiliated with the Latinos. And there were racial 
tensions and I didn't have a problem with it, but I went there my freshman year and I was 
placed in the honors program. So it was like we were segregated. We were all on the third 
floor. We never left the third floor. All of our classes were there and we never really 
interacted with the other kids.  
 
She recalls learning about the highly prestigious Illinois Math and Science Academy (IMSA) as 
a freshman and wanting to go there.  The applications for IMSA were given to the teachers and 
when Yolanda asked for an application she was told she could not have one because she did not 
write in English well.  She had a good friend, a White male, who did get an application. Her 
friend did not want the application so he gave it to her. Yolanda was accepted into a freshman 
prep program geared to recruit minorities to attend IMSA.  
And so then my freshman year, my dad would drive me to IMSA on Saturdays 
and I would spend the day there and we would get classes on site. We would do 
all these fun experiments and do math. And then by the end of my freshman year, 
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I ended up getting accepted to IMSA and then I went there the rest of my time 
there my sophomore year. I really enjoyed my experience at IMSA. It was really 
different because although we were very few minorities, there were about 40 
Latinos and African Americans, they were always really tight. A lot of White 
folks, there were a lot of Asians, but I think because we lived there, we had a 
sense of community. So I didn't feel as left out as I did my whole third through 
eighth grade schooling.  
 
In Yolanda's junior year, her mom had a stroke so she had to leave IMSA to come home 
and take care of her mom. This was something that she understood was not negotiable 
stating “As in most Latino families, the youngest is the one that has to take care of her 
parents.” For her senior year she attended an expensive private Lutheran school that she 
“hated”.  Again she found herself being the only Latina in her school.  
They weren't welcoming. I think that because maybe I was a senior, I was a 
minority. I didn't come... So most of the people there came from River Forest, 
Oak Park, which are very affluent suburbs right outside of Chicago. And that's not 
where I came from. They just weren't welcoming. The teachers weren't 
welcoming either. It was not a nice environment. 
 
Yolanda attended a private college near home as she was still taking care of her mother so she 
was able to commute back and forth. She selected this college because it was close to home but 
also it had a growing Latinx student population.  
Yolanda always knew she wanted to be a teacher but her family discouraged her saying 
that she was going to be poor if she became a teacher. As a result Yolanda majored in 
economics.  After graduating she applied for some positions but did not have any luck securing a 
job. Yolanda still had the desire to become a teacher and she started volunteering in a classroom. 
Yolanda really enjoyed being in the classroom and learned about the provisional license for 
bilingual educators the Type 29. She was hired immediately for a bilingual teaching position. 
That same year she went back to school to become properly certified to teach.  
My husband was working a third shift at the time, which I think was a great 
blessing, because I just worked. I worked at school, I would go to class, I would 
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come home, and I would work till he got home, wake up. It was just nonstop 
working, because I didn't know how to be a teacher, right? I didn't. I had to 
research how to lesson plan and how to teach. I was calling my sister-in-law in 
Mexico to help me with the early literacy and the syllable segmentation and 
sending me things. I was like, "Okay, I'm supposed to do guided reading. What 
the heck is guided reading?" I had to do all this research on my own. Because in 
the master's classes, they weren't teaching you that. I had to figure it out.  
 
Yolanda pointed out how she lived in the area that she taught and that was really helpful with 
connecting with parents. She would see them in the community, at church, restaurants or other 
places or when needed she would conduct home visits.  “I think that was really helpful in 
building relationships, I think, with students and their families.”   
Yolanda taught for four years before moving into administration. She worked as a 
bilingual director in a couple of districts prior to her current role. Yolanda is currently in her 
third year serving as a chief academic officer in a PreK-12 grade district in a suburb of Chicago. 
Her district is a majority minority district with Latinx and Black students. Nearly all of the 
students in her district qualify for free and reduced lunch. Yolanda was very intentional when 
taking this position as she wanted to use her expertise to serve a population of students whose 
background was similar to hers.  
Isabella. Isabella was born in Chicago but grew up in southern California moving to 
Illinois in her 30s. Isabella self identifies as Latina as her father is from Cuba and her mother is 
from Panama. Isabella attended a private Catholic all girls’ high school that was predominantly 
African- American with some Hispanic students, so she was “one of the rare ones”. She recalls 
having one White female science teacher who took her under her wing and helped her through 
that stage of her life. The Spanish teacher was the only Hispanic educator in her school.  
Isabella believes that education should be free for all our students and that all our 
students should have the opportunity to accomplish their goals. However she articulated her 
 
81 
concerns that more and more she is realizing that our educational system is not set up for 
students of all backgrounds. 
It's not really geared for our students to achieve their goals. I think there's an 
undertone of the majority population. I don't want to sound negative but I think 
there's an undertone of that population, our Caucasian population that has been 
the predominant role in our education kind of feeding into what our students 
should learn and how they should learn and what they should think and I think 
that is hindering our diverse culture and we're becoming more and more diverse 
all over and I think that's why we're having such a conflict with behaviors and 
social/emotional because that mentality is so strong that they're not realizing, 
there's a cultural difference now. 
 
Isabella started her career as a Spanish teacher for high school and then became a special 
education high school teacher. She then switched to elementary around the same time she moved 
to Illinois. Isabella shared how from her perspective being an educator in California was very 
different than being one in Illinois. This is a unique perspective that she offers as she was the 
only Latina leader other than Marisol interviewed that has served as an educator in another state. 
I honestly don't think we're addressing the Latinx students. I think we're still 
downplaying their ability. I don't think we're acknowledging that they can 
accomplish more. I see it in my building. It's still like, oh he's EL and oh, 
intervention and water down curriculum. It's changing that whole mentality. I 
don't understand. It's very different for me because remember I'm from California 
originally. I grew up in California which has a huge population of Hispanic, all of 
them Mexican, Cuban, and Venezuelan, all of them. Coming from a liberal state 
that is so diverse and so much population of Hispanic coming here, I saw a huge 
difference and I think that's when my eyes opened up. I'm like oh my gosh. I 
totally see it because in California we didn't see Hispanic as Hispanic. They were 
kids. We had kids that were having difficulties but they were students. Here it's so 
labeled that it's scary. It's very scary. 
 
Isabella currently serves as a principal in a large majority Latinx school district in a 
suburb of Chicago. She has been an educational leader for the last five years in her district 
serving three years as an assistant principal and two years as a principal. Isabella admitted that 
she actually preferred being an assistant principal rather than a principal. Stating that she felt she 
could impact students and teachers more as an assistant principal. Isabella is careful to 
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acknowledge that she is not sure if she would feel the same way in another district or not. She 
describes being a principal in her district as micro managed as well as one where you “have to 
watch your back.” Ultimately Isabella would like to be a director of SPED.  It was particularly 
interesting hearing from her about this goal as she indicated that she needed additional 
experience to be a viable candidate for this position yet in reality she has more experience than 
many of the SPED directors in the area.  
Christina. Christina is the daughter of immigrant parents. She grew up in Chicago where 
she attended a small neighborhood school that had grades K-8th. Christina noted that she has 
always lived in areas “where it was a predominantly Hispanic community. So the majority of my 
peers were Mexican”. She was in a bilingual program until she was in 5th grade and when she 
went into the general education classroom where she struggled because her English “still was not 
that good.” Christina identified her third grade teacher as very influential to her as a student and 
this is a person that she still communicates with until this day.  
She really, I feel like tailored her teaching to the whole child. And, she recognized that 
there was more to me than my home stories. She really knew that I had a bright future 
ahead of me, as she would say. 
 
Christina’s home life was challenging with abuse in the home and her parents divorcing 
so having caring teachers really helped her during those difficult times.  
The neighborhood high school was “not that good” so for high school her parents 
enrolled her in a small, all girls, private school. She qualified for scholarships to attend 
the private school because she had good grades. The students in the high school were 
predominantly Hispanic and African American and the classes were very small often with 
four to five students in a class. In her high school she was able to get very individualized 
support and mentoring from teachers.  
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Christina went into what she describes as “culture shock” when she went to a 
small but racially diverse private college. While she wanted to have a “true college 
experience” she found herself being home sick. Christina, like many of the other Latina 
leaders, talked extensively about her father. She shared how her father was extremely 
supportive of her education and that he purchased a home near her college so that she 
could move back home and commute to school each day. Christina attributes her love for 
learning and desire to be a teacher to her father.   
So I've always felt like I had a, I love school, and I think that passion for school or 
loving school was instilled by my dad. So, aside from being a very bright student 
growing up, he wanted to be a teacher when he was in school in Mexico. But 
because my grandma came to the United States and then left them behind, he was 
forced as one of the oldest, as the second oldest, because they take care of the 
younger siblings, so he dropped out of school. He didn't continue through middle 
school. And he started working to provide for the home. He was a straight 10 
student, like really bright. And he would talk to me about his passion for wanting 
to be a teacher. And I think just hearing the stories just really motivated me, or 
like I want, aspire to be a teacher, too. So very early on, once I was five, I wanted 
to be a teacher. 
 
Christina has two master’s degrees and is planning to begin a doctoral program in the 
near future.  
She is currently serving her first year as a principal in an elementary school that 
has 84% Latinx students. Prior to serving in her current district she was an assistant 
principal, reading specialist, dual language, and bilingual teacher. As a young Latina 
educational leader she has faced many challenges which are outlined in the findings 
section of this paper.  
Karina. Karina was born and raised in a suburb of Chicago. She attended an 
elementary school that was predominantly White with very few Black and Latinx 
students. Her elementary school was considered the “best” elementary school in the 
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district. Reflecting back on that description now she believes it was described that way 
because it was the one with the least amount of minorities. The junior high and high 
schools she attended, in the same community, were much more diverse with equal 
percentages of White, Black, and Latinx students.  
 Despite getting good grades and being involved in school activities Karina was 
discouraged from applying to college by her high school counselor. She recalls him 
telling her “Karina, you are a nice girl, you are going to get married and have some kids. 
You should save your money and just go to the community college.” This was advice that 
she did not take but rather stubbornly she applied to her “dream college” the University 
of Illinois. Karina was raised to be a strong and independent girl, so she was surprised 
and confused when her mother became angry and unsupportive of her choice to go away 
to college.  
For the first two and a half years, I couldn't complain to my mother about being 
home sick or about not having any money. Once, I made the mistake of saying 
something and my mother really let me have it. Screaming at me telling me she 
didn’t know who I thought I was going to a big fancy college like I was some rich 
little White girl, and on and on... I never made that mistake again, after that phone 
call I was very careful what I talked about and would try to keep the conversations 
short. 
 
Karina did not have financial or emotional support but she was determined to stay 
in college and do well. She was able to graduate with honors and with a “ton of student 
debt to match” debt she says she is still paying on to this day. Karina admitted that she 
was not academically prepared for college and she was afraid to do bad and fail. Although 
she faced many challenges, Karina said the college experience was valuable and despite 
all the fights with her mother and the financial struggles that she would do it all exactly 
the same. “It was such a unique time in my life and I loved it! Being on a big campus, 
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having freedom away from home and being exposed to people from all different cultures 
and backgrounds was awesome.” Karina was able to prove to others and also to herself 
that she belonged at the “big fancy college”. By staying focused and studying hard she 
was able to compete academically with students who came from wealthy backgrounds and 
college prep high schools.  
Karina like some of the other Latina educational leaders was a change of career 
person starting in the business sector and then switching to education. She first taught in a 
private school that did not require her to be properly certified. However, she quickly 
realized that she loved to teach and that there was a need for Latinx educators to advocate 
for minority students. She went back to school to become a teacher and continued on to 
get her master’s degree in educational leadership.  
In her administrative career Karina has held a number of leadership positions at 
both the school and district levels. Over the years she has served in three large school 
districts serving primarily Latinx student populations. In the previous two districts she was 
“pigeon holed” into the EL director role sharing how it was very difficult to move up and 
out of that role.  One of her superintendents gave her a lot of latitude to do things outside 
of the EL realm to try and appease her desire to do something else.  Karina currently is a 
central office director who reports to the superintendent and serves as his right hand 
person on special projects. 
Conclusion. The counter stories of the Latina educational leaders who participated 
in this study provides insight into who they are and what drives them professionally. All 
of the leaders demonstrated examples of resilience and perseverance throughout their lives 
overcoming a number of obstacles in their journey to become administrators. These 
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leaders are highly intelligent and exhibit characteristics of lifelong learners. Many of the 
participants have above and beyond the education necessary to be administrators yet they 
continue to seek out opportunities to become more knowledgeable in a multitude of areas 
they deem as essential to perfect their craft and support the students and staff they serve. 
Ten of the 12 leaders came from families who did not have the knowledge or 
understanding of how to navigate higher education yet the leaders were determined and 
were highly goal oriented thus able to obtain college degrees. Evidence of Latinx culture 
and the importance of family was articulated via their various and at times conflicting 
roles as daughters, mothers, wives, and leaders. Accounts of the challenges they face 
balancing their multiple identities professionally and personally were prominent 




CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
This section provides highlights of the themes that emerged from analyzing the data 
gathered from these Latina counter stories. The major themes that emerged from the data 
analysis will be subdivided and discussed as they relate to the research questions. In particular 
looking at the similarities and differences between the counter stories as it relates to exploring 
this research topic “Rosas y Espinas” Counter stories of Illinois Latina Educational Leaders.  
This research study explored three questions: 
1. What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in Illinois to enter the field of 
educational leadership?  
2. What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in obtaining leadership 
positions? 
3. What factors/elements have Latina administrators found helpful in their navigation of the 
educational leadership hierarchy? 
While each research question will be presented separately, the questions in some instances are 
interrelated. As a result, themes and issues described in the narrative findings may address 
multiple research questions. For example, the first question explores the experiences and beliefs 
that motivated these leaders to enter educational leadership, but these experiences and beliefs 
also influence how Latina leaders have navigated the educational leadership hierarchy. 
 Research Question One: What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas 
in Illinois to enter the field of educational leadership?  
In analyzing the counter stories of these Latina Leaders there are definite commonalities 
in their experiences and beliefs that motivated them to enter the field of educational leadership.  
All of these leaders described highly valuing education and realizing the importance of education 
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for financial security as well as personal growth. A number of the leaders shared a love for 
constant learning and improvement as well as knowing that they wanted to be teachers at an 
early age. Some participants described instances where they experienced low expectations, lack 
of support, poor quality education, and negative encounters with teachers or other school 
personnel. These various factors influenced their shared belief that ethnic representation matters 
and this was a prominent factor motivating these women to pursue educational leadership. The 
Latina leaders expressed the desire to have a positive impact on students wanting to ensure that 
the students they serve have better, higher quality experiences than their own. Wanting to help 
students and families and be of service to communities similar to those where they grew up were 
also common themes.  
Some of these Latina educational leaders shared how they did not actively seek out 
leadership positions. However, they all realized that by stepping into leadership roles they could 
have more influence and authority to support students, families, and communities. Prominent in 
educational research is evidence pointing to the importance of quality educators and their impact 
on student achievement.  This concept also appeared multiple times in the Latina leaders’ 
counter stories. Some described very vivid memories of being discriminated against or 
encountering educators who had low expectations of them. Yet, there were also a number of 
recollections and accounts where the leaders specifically named teachers who supported them 
and went above and beyond to help them.  
Beliefs. There were some common themes related to what motivated the study 
participants to enter into the field of educational leadership. The Latina leaders in this study all 
expressed a belief in the value and importance of education. This theme was one that appeared in 
their recollection of their experiences being students themselves, their teaching experiences, as 
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well as their administrative experiences. Throughout the counter stories there was evidence that 
these beliefs were instilled by family members throughout their upbringing. More than half of 
the Latina leaders mentioned their fathers extensively as they described their value of education. 
Christina shared the following: 
My father emphasized the importance of education. He would always say, "La 
educación no es una opción" (meaning having an education is not an option it is 
mandatory/necessary) so he never was about the workpiece. He recognized that, 
because when he came here to the United States, the first thing he did was get his 
GED. And he knew school, that was going to get them further out than that. So he 
wanted that for us. And so as I continued through my educational journey, 
whenever it had to do with school, he was very involved. My dad continued to be 
that push. And so then he would say like, "You worry about school, and I worry 
about the rest. You don't have to worry about giving money or about working. 
Focus on school."  
 
Christina’s description of how her father emphasized education was similar to what some 
of the other leaders expressed during their interviews.  These findings are contrary to 
what is stereotypically believed about Latinx families. The belief that Latinx parents do 
not value or emphasize the importance of education was not the experience of these 
leaders in regards to their K-12 education.  
Desire to help others. Much of what the research participants described as motivating 
factors leading them into administration was related to a desire to help others, wanting to have an 
impact on their community either locally or the Latinx community in general. As noted in Table 
5, the majority of these Latina leaders choose to serve in school districts with high percentages of 
Latinx students and they emphasized the importance of representation. 
I just thought, to be honest with you, I just wanted to make a difference. That was 
my whole and it's still my whole thing. I just see how hard it is for us, Latinos 
that I just want to make a difference. (Isabella, Interview) 
 
Another common theme of what steered these ladies into educational leadership was that 
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they wanted to be a part of the solution, changing the educational experiences of Latinx students. 
Over half of the participants interviewed attended schools in high minority, low income areas 
and their schooling experiences were typical of what we still see in these types of schools today. 
Unfortunately, many of these leaders described encountering low expectations, discrimination, 
and unsupportive educators throughout their schooling. Yolanda shared how her motivation is to 
ensure students have more positive school experiences than she had.  
I think I've learned a lot, but mostly it's thinking back to my experiences as a 
child, as a student, and wanting to make sure that the children I serve don't have 
that same experience. So how do we create an environment where they feel 
welcomed? Where they can thrive? 
 
Alisa shared that while she currently serves in a community similar to the one she grew up in she 
has a desire to become a principal in the community where she attended as a student. “How great 
would it be for me to have an opportunity to serve in the community that I came out of? I'm a 
product of that district”. Karina and Marisol also had the desire to serve the community they 
grew up in, a dream they both fulfilled at one point in their administrative careers.  
The research participants emphasized having an impact not just on students but on others 
in the school community as well. Evette shared the following: 
The reason that I went into administration was because I wanted to touch the 
lives of more individuals, okay? And at that time, I thought that touching the life 
of more individuals meant touching the lives of students. But as the years have 
gone by, I have learned that it's not that. It's touching the lives of everybody that 
you are surrounded by and those that you touch outside of that. And what I mean 
is that, for example, your coworkers, right? The parents, the community 
members.  
 
Throughout many of the counter stories the participants shared scenarios of how they 
utilize their backgrounds and experiences to support all stakeholders in the school 
community. Additionally, the majority of the leaders expressed that while they enjoyed 
teaching, making the change into administration was about having more influence.  
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I think because you hear and you watch and you're aware of more things 
happening elsewhere in the country to people that look like you, that helps kind of 
reinforce some of that thinking or helps you understand that you've got to be part 
of something bigger. And I always have had that thought about, "What am I going 
to do to help others?" ...so... with my own kids, I always say, "What are you going 
to choose to do? What are you going to do with yourself and how is that going to 
benefit others?" The thought that you could make bigger change and more change 
and have more voice in the leadership role than you could by just impacting the 
one classroom that you were assigned to. (Marisol, interview, June 26, 2020). 
 
So while many of the leaders did not initially want to be administrators they realized that 
there was a need for Latinx representation in leadership roles. As building and district 
leaders they have more influence over the focus and decisions that impact larger numbers 
of students as well as other school stakeholders. 
Parent advocate. Assisting parents was a prominent focus under the desire to 
help others articulated by the Latina leaders. As discussed in the literature review 
bilingual Latinx administrators fulfill an important role in serving as a liaison and 
educational advocate for all parents and families but in particular Spanish speaking 
parents. All of the Latina leaders interviewed are Spanish speakers, some are more fluent 
than others, however all speak well enough to effectively communicate with parents.  
Growing up, I did that for my own parents, and I feel like seeing them 
struggle through the language barrier and communicating with teachers 
and that I do that for my families. I'm here to support them. (Christina, 
interview, August 14, 2020). 
 
Since their own parents emphasized education these leaders know firsthand that Latinx 
parents value and promote the importance of education with their children. They 
witnessed their parents struggle to navigate the American educational system while trying 
to support them and their siblings. Throughout the counter-stories the educational leaders 
shared a number of examples of how they go above and beyond to ensure parents are 
supported in their schools and districts. This is evidenced by comments made during the 
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interview with Isabella: 
I remember my first year at Lake Elementary School, I couldn't understand why 
we didn't have parents. I was like “why aren't parents walking in here?” Just 
changing that whole mentality that parents are welcome. It was a struggle. I 
couldn't believe how many staff members were complaining “so many parents are 
now calling me”. I'm like they're supposed to. They used to get mad at me. I 
remember during conference time and I do it every year. I give my parents 
questions. “You go to that conference and this is the question you need to ask.” 
Our parents need to realize they also need to be empowered with their child's 
education. It's not just us telling you your kid has this or your kid is not reading. 
No, you need to go and say, "What are you doing about that?" Some parents were 
grateful for that and then I heard my staff wasn't but I don't care. I'm still fighting 
that struggle.  
 
A similar sentiment was shared by Alisa, “You're really trying to make those 
connections with those parents and let them know that they're in a safe environment 
and the possibilities are endless”. The participants are acutely aware that our schools 
are not always welcoming and accommodating of parents and particularly parents 
whose backgrounds are different from the educators in our schools. 
Importance of representation. An overarching theme that is integrated with 
those already described is the idea that it is important that school communities have 
educators that are representative of the student population. The research participants 
did not just discuss ethnic representation but also gender and socio economic 
representation. Throughout the interviews very few of these leaders had Latinx 
teachers and the ones that did said those individuals were limited to bilingual 
programming classes or high school Spanish classes. It was evident from some of 
their stories that they had many experiences where they felt unsupported, 
misunderstood, or treated as if they were unable to achieve great things due to being 
Latinas. Most of the leaders also declared that there is a lack of understanding of 
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poverty among their colleagues. While only two of the leaders interviewed used the 
word poverty and or poor as a term defining their upbringing. The reality is based on 
their descriptions, many in fact did live in what we describe today as poverty. 
Essentially these educators entered into educational leadership to be able to 
impact the educational system on a larger scale. The Latina leaders in this study view 
themselves as providing that voice and insight to what Latinx students and parents 
need but also advocating for all students regardless of their backgrounds. Being able 
to influence students, parents, teachers, the school communities they serve while also 
serving the larger Latinx population as a whole were all motivating factors. Evette 
views herself as a “learning leader”.   
I really do believe that as a person that God did put me here to be a learning 
leader, okay? So because of that, I think that that's why I have enjoyed 
education so, so, much... It's through conversation and engagement, you are 
able to impact a little bit. But once you put it all together, it really does 
become that bigger impact that I was seeking.  
 Identification with students and families. The Latina leaders shared a number of 
experiences where because they identify with students and families they must serve as the 
advocate, or a voice for students to try and help their staff or colleagues to better understand the 
population they serve. As the participants recalled these incidents it was evident that they lead 
with multiple lenses. Due to their own lived experiences the leaders are able to relate to students 
who the average White middle class teachers sometimes have difficulty supporting. Latina 
leaders understand the struggles our Latinx parents face trying to balance providing for their 
families and caring for their children because they saw their own parents struggle with that same 
balance. Milagro shared very vivid memories of growing up in poverty and shared her frustration 
of the lack of understanding many of our teachers display when dealing with Latinx students and 
their families.  
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I work in a low income district. My teachers, many of them don't know what being low 
income is about. So, me coming having had those experiences and have it lived. I'm able 
to kind of put them in our kids and parents shoes. So having those conversations with the 
teachers to let them understand because obviously they haven't lived it. They have no 
idea what it is. So, when I talk to the kids and they tell me things like "I sleep on the floor 
because my mom gave my bed to my tio (uncle) that just came from Mexico." And I 
know they're sleeping on the floor. And then I have the teacher complaining, because the 
kid keeps sleeping in her classroom. Those are the kinds of things that help me, kind of 
help them understand the kind of children that we're serving. A lot of our parents are not 
educated and our teachers want them to do miracles at home and do the homework and sit 
down with their kids. And I tell them some of our parents, because I do talk to them, have 
two, three jobs. Some of our kids' dads have gotten deported, and the mom is trying to 
survive out here. Some of these kids go to bed before their parents come home and they 
don't see them. Having those conversations and making them (the teachers) see the reality 
of the students that we serve. That's the lens that I look through and to help people 
understand.  
The lack of understanding is not limited to the teachers, the Latina leaders also shared 
how their colleagues who are administrators also have difficulty relating to minority 
parents and parents who live in poverty. Christina shared how she feels other 
administrators, at times, make too big of a deal out of interactions with parents that may 
not follow White middle class cultural norms.  
When I talk to administrators that haven't experienced poverty, they speak of a 
way to support poverty differently than me, that I experienced it. And they're 
naive to think that they can help at the surface level and everything's going to be 
okay. And I feel like they're impacted a lot more by situations when kids are 
cursing or parents. Prime example, I feel like they exasperate things as a culture. 
Let's say, because it happened. Let's say there was a parent here, right. Who's 
clearly from the hood and is throwing slang and ... I will be okay with that, 
because to me that's part of who they are. It's not that they're being disrespectful. 
(Christina, interview, August 14, 2020) 
 
Understanding the complexity of intersectionality between race, culture, and poverty and how it 
impacts students and parents is a unique skill that the Latina leaders possess. Since they have this 
valuable skill and they recognize it as being needed in the field of education it translates into a 
primary reason why they have entered into educational leadership roles. To be able to utilize this 
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rare skill to help students is not just a motivator but also something that these leaders take great 
pride in.  
Some of the leaders shared how they find themselves going above and beyond to help the 
Latinx students they represent. Understanding that Latinx students do not have all the same 
resources, opportunities, or networks to help them navigate and take advantage of all that 
education has to offer. Leticia described how Latina educational leaders provide this service.  
I think there has to be something said for you being able to relate to an experience 
of a child or a student in your building. Right? And looking at them and rather it 
be just pushing them a little harder or going that extra step to support the family 
and instilling that value of education early on, because you want them to succeed. 
I think that naturally, in most cases, we know that... for lack of a better word, we 
know that most of our White students are going to have this experience in college 
or they're going to be afforded to go to college or they're going to have this 
opportunity or rather it be that they get to network and, and have certain 
opportunities afforded to them. I don't think that as a Latino community, we do a 
good job of that. So I think having administrators that start that early on and 
push... Certainly you're going to push all students, but I think that generally 
pushing our Latino students to find those opportunities, seek those out, or push 
them to take risks, is going to afford them different opportunities that otherwise 
they may not have.  
While Latina educational leaders represent Latinx students and families nearly all 
of them talked about representing and advocating for both Latinx and African American 
students. When sharing their own educational journeys many recalled attending schools 
with African American students and having African American educators who made an 
impression or went above and beyond to support them. Thus it should not come as a 
surprise that Latina leaders effortlessly and without any hesitation veer into being 
advocates for African American students and families as well.  
I think working in the community I work with I relate so well ... I don't want to 
brag but I relate so well to my African-American families and to my Hispanic 
families because I'm one of them, if that makes sense. I understand how you feel. 
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I have empathy for you. I don't look down. We plan together. We're truly a team 
and we're collaborating and I respect that. I think talking to my other counterparts 
that are not Latinas or even African-Americans, they have that hidden bias, they 
have that like no, this is how we do it, you're just going to have to deal with it. 
You could see it. When they get comfortable and they truly start talking that is 
what their undertone is like, we're doing it this way. I'm like, no you have to 
respect that community. You have to build a relationship with them and that's all 
our parents really want. They just want to be respected. 
I think it has an impact because we could relate to how they (the students) learn, 
we could relate to their struggles because we went through that process. For us to 
go into a building and change some biases and try and change some form of 
teaching styles and have our influence in there for our teachers and just having 
those critical conversations also, I think it would benefit the student in the long 
run because we're on their side because we've been there. We went through it, one 
way or the other. (Isabella, Interview, June, 18, 2020) 
It is important that the field of education understands that when Latina leaders are 
discussing the importance of having representation it is not just from the standpoint of 
having a role model that looks like the students. Or having an educator that speaks the 
language and understands the culture of the students. It is about ensuring that our Latinx 
students’ needs are being met. Understanding what those needs are and not having an 
expectation that they assimilate or adjust to our educational system that is dominated by 
White middle class values and norms. Yolanda shared this from her time being a teacher: 
I remember when I was at Barton School and being a bilingual teacher and going 
to our grade level meetings and having to do whatever the White teachers thought 
had to be done. I would be like, "No, but that's not going to work for my kids." 
But it didn't matter. My voice didn't matter, right? So I'd be like, "Okay, yeah, 
fine. I'm going to do it." And then I go to my classroom and do whatever I thought 
was best. But in my mind, it's like, "We need administrators that understand what 
is needed," right? Because the White lady across the hall doesn’t. They just don't. 
That's what was the impetus for me to think about leadership.  
 
Evette also described how even if our educators and educational leaders are not a 
reflection of our students we are still obligated to meet their needs. 
I think that if I put it in very simple terms in order to be able to be prepared for the 
positions and to be able to deliver the services that our students need, you have to 
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have that understanding. And if there aren't individuals in the workforce that 
represent you, then there's got to be a different way for us to go ahead and make 
sure that there is some level of authenticity in terms of getting to know you as an 
individual and what your needs are and restructuring the system so that you do 
have access. There's got to be changes right now because the structures that we 
have in place are not conducive to the learning of the population that we're 
servicing. 
 
The reality is the minority educator pipeline is very narrow. The participants in this study 
fully realize that there are very few Latinx leaders and thus they often seek ways to assist 
White educators to better meet the needs of Latinx students.  
Educational equity. Currently, it is abundantly clear from the present achievement gaps 
on many state and national tests that our minority students' educational needs are not being met. 
These Latina educators expressed being motivated to enter into leadership roles to be a part of 
the solution to work towards educational equity and equitable opportunities for all students, not 
just Latinx students.  
The aspect around equity and making sure that our students have what they need, 
regardless of any type of status, whether it be economic status, their social status, or 
anything in that nature. So we have a responsibility to create that family atmosphere to 
develop that whole child, meet them where they are academically and socially and 
emotionally through differentiation. (Leticia, Interview, June, 24, 2020) 
 
Throughout their counter stories was evidence of these leaders being devoted to creating 
learning environments where all students can achieve at high levels. The participants draw on 
their own experiences both positive and negative as students and educators as a lens that greatly 
influences their leadership.  
I want to create schools where teachers have high expectations of them. They 
don't assume that because you look a certain way, or you sound a certain way that 
they have to lower their expectations that you can't achieve at high levels 
academically. So how do we create systems in which our children can thrive in? 




All of the leaders interviewed shared scenarios they found themselves in where their 
fellow educators were not supporting the needs of students. They are steadfast in having crucial 
conversations and addressing situations in the best interest of students.  
For us to be leaders and having those critical conversations and those awareness 
topics and just actually saying, "Well, why are you doing it this way? Have you 
addressed this? Why are you reading that kind of a book? Why aren't you looking 
for things that they're interested in?" Simple things like that that people don't even 
realize makes a difference. (Isabella, Interview, June 18, 2020) 
 
The leaders describe having these crucial conversations as necessary but oftentimes very 
difficult and not always well received. This theme of serving as an advocate for Latinx is 
one that is discussed in more detail in the findings related to challenges faced by the 
leaders interviewed.  
The leaders also described how they utilize their roles to hire high quality teachers and 
administrators who see the potential in students and who believe in the students. An example of 
this can be seen in the following statement that Alejandra shared: 
 I feel that I need to do a better job in hiring teachers that are really going to be 
inspirational to our students, so that they can give them those tools, and for them 
to be really role models to our students. We decide who we hire. Are they good 
for our students? Are they treating them with respect and support? Once I started 
growing and maturing in my profession, I really understood the difference that I 
could make. I noticed the decisions that I was making, how they impacted the 
students and the staff. (Interview, June 23, 2020) 
 
Karina expressed similar feelings about the importance of hiring but she also spoke about a sense 
of obligation to help advocate for Latinx students. 
I entered educational leadership because there was a need and I realized that we 
need minority leaders in decision making roles. I would often think to myself, if 
not me then who?  If I am not willing to work for our students and support our 
students how can I expect others to do this work?  There weren’t many minority 
administrators and I really truly felt that there was a need for representation to 
advocate for our students. I focus on hiring educators who can see past a 
deficiency lens and rather recognize the cultural funds of knowledge our students 
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bring. Our students have an abundance of grit, reliance and determination if they 
have educators that can help them focus on their education and futures they can 
do anything. I truly believe that and it is one of the things that drives me to be an 
educational leader. As I moved up through the ranks and had the opportunities to 
hire teachers I always sought out the best teachers I could find to help our 
students achieve and grow. Whenever I could find them and whenever possible I 
hire high quality minority (Latinx and Black) teachers and administrators.  
 
A number of the leaders interviewed talked about trying to ensure when they are seeking 
to hire for positions there is a diverse candidate pool. At the same time more than one of 
Latinas expressed needing to be sure the minority candidates that they hire are very high 
quality. The leaders expressed needing to be careful not to give the impression that they 
are giving preferential treatment to minority candidates or that they are not holding these 
candidates to the same standard as other applicants. The Latina leaders also shared that 
they believe they have better luck recruiting minority candidates than their White 
colleagues. One reason being merely that they themselves are a part of a minoritized 
group therefore drawing other minorities to them.  
Research Question Two: What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in 
obtaining and keeping leadership positions? 
 
The counter stories of these Latinas identified many challenges in their path to 
becoming educational leaders. While this question focuses on their challenges obtaining 
leadership positions it would be disrespectful not to acknowledge the fact that these 
leaders have overcome challenges and at times outright barriers all throughout their lives. 
Yet despite all the obstacles they managed to obtain the proper credentials to become 
educational leaders. Each leader shared specific memories of situations where they faced 
challenges in obtaining leadership positions. In all of their recollections the challenges 
had intersecting factors related to some combination of race, gender and age. When 
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recanting scenarios where they faced discrimination some paused as they reflected on 
incident after incident that presented difficulties obtaining or retaining leadership 
positions. There were incidents that were obvious, outright discriminatory practices, while 
other situations were less blatant yet still events that just did not seem quite right.   
Racism. Some of the challenges described by the participants centered around the 
opportunity for advancement.  Statistically and systematically an overwhelming majority of the 
decision-makers in the field of education are White.  As a result, there has to be intentionality to 
accept someone that is non-white for positions of higher authority such as associate 
superintendent, assistant superintendent, and superintendent. Oftentimes the individuals who are 
doing the hiring want someone they can connect with and relate to, thus perpetuating the 
likelihood that White leaders will be selected over non-white leaders. More than one Latina 
leader shared, as Isabella does below, recent challenges being Latina and interviewing for 
positions.  
I applied to a district nearby that is predominantly Caucasian and you had to do a 
video thing and I was kind of apprehensive of that because I'm like, well I know 
what the population is and I don't look like the population. At least on paper, they 
don't know what kind of last name it is (she is married to a White man so she does 
not have a traditional Latinx surname). It could be Italian, it could be whatever, 
but once you see my face and my curly hair you're going to know (I am Latina). I 
have a friend and we both applied to the same position and she was called but she 
was Caucasian. I thought about that. I'm like, okay was I not called because of 
how I looked and my accent or whatever on the video compared to her? It made 
me wonder then if that was happening and I think it's very hard to take that out of 
your mind sometimes. I think it's like I am not getting this position because I 
know I have a world of experience. I've done pretty much everything there is, all 
grade levels and everything so either I'm not presenting myself very well or 
there's something else blocking people.  
 
Karina, Christina, and Milagro all shared that after not getting positions and asking for 
feedback they are told they were not the “right fit” or the other candidate was “a better fit” with 
no other details.  In each of these instances the Latina leaders later found out that they lost the 
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positions to White candidates with less experience and expertise. This raises the question of if 
being the “right fit” is linked to race or ethnicity in some manner? Are the individuals 
responsible for hiring educational leaders steering away from Latina leaders because they are 
different or they make their White colleagues feel uncomfortable or feel threatened? Milagro 
recalled a situation where despite being recommended by her superintendent (who was a 
minority female) a White male principal still refused to hire her.  
He called me for the interview and said "I'm going to tell you right now. I am not 
hiring anybody from this district, but because the superintendent called me and 
she wants me to interview you, I'm going to have to interview you." And then he 
gave me a really late interview at six or seven o'clock. It was awful. He really 
didn't want me so... And I knew I wasn't going to get it. So then, he called the 
superintendent, and told her "She's not a right fit for my school."  
 
It was evident in the counter stories that these leaders face challenges at all steps in the hiring 
process. If other Latinx leaders face similar challenges with merely getting an interview it is no 
wonder that Latinx educational leaders are grossly underrepresented in the field. Whether Latinx 
leaders are not given opportunities to interview or if they are getting eliminated in the interview 
process the fact remains that few are making it through all the hoops to be selected for leadership 
positions.  
As Latina educators, these leaders described facing racism from a variety of angles such 
as: their appearance, their accents, and assumptions about their immigration status. An example 
of this was shared by Alejandra in her interview where she stated: 
My height, and the fact that I look younger, have a strong accent, and I’m 
Hispanic. So I would say yes, I always thought that I would be at a higher level 
position. I just thought it would be sooner than it happened and that affected at 
some point my self-esteem. 
 
Alejandra was not the only leader that expressed feeling discriminated against or judged 
for how she looked and talked, in fact most of those interviewed shared similar feelings.  
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Intersection of racism and sexism. Not surprisingly, most scenarios described in the 
counter stories had intersecting causes of discrimination typically racism and sexism. While 
many of the Latina leaders articulated that they feel female educational leaders of all races face 
challenges they also expressed that they definitely feel as Latina leaders they have additional 
challenges /difficulties in comparison to their White female administrative colleagues. In her 
interview, Marisol emphasized that part of our story to tell starts with what we had to overcome.  
I don't know that every woman leader has had so much to deal with as a young person. 
The low expectations that sometimes came from the people that were supposed to protect 
us and give us hope to do bigger and better things in school. I don't know that many 
women have to deal with that. I think women of color have to deal with that. 
 
Karina and Gabriella also shared encountering educators that had very low expectations of them 
and not only did they not encourage them but some teachers and counselors verbally discouraged 
them from going to college. 
Prominent in the counter stories were the Latina leaders comparing how they perceive 
they are treated versus how White female administrators are treated. There were a number of 
scenarios where the Latina leaders had hard evidence that they were treated differently as well as 
a number of instances with evidence of microaggressions. Regardless of whether the disparity in 
treatment was blatant or not there is definitely a perception among many of the leaders of being 
treated differently than White female educational leaders. Also noteworthy was a pattern in 
which Latina leaders sometimes try to rationalize why they are treated differently by explaining 
or justifying it. Why do they try and justify it? Is this an issue of internalized oppression? Are 
they trying to make it more easily digestible for them to handle or is there truly a reason for the 
White educators to be more valued? Yolanda offered her perspective as follows: 
I think it's different, because... White girls are really safe, right? And I mean safe in a 
manner like they like to be by the book. They like to obey their White boss or the male 
boss. I've had experiences with other colleagues where you walk in the room and you're 
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the only minority and you're female. And so people will sometimes start to treat you 
differently. And I noticed it a lot with men, right? Where they think they can be a little 
rico suave with me just because I'm brown. I also think that there's more credibility given 
to White women than there is to a minority female. Probably it could be experience, 
because maybe most of them may have the typical trajectory. It could be education, right? 
They were brought up a certain way, or they just abide by those, they live in those norms 
that everybody's comfortable in. (Yolanda, Interview, June 30, 2020) 
 
In one manner or another, all of the leaders shared the feeling that they have to work 
twice as hard when comparing their experiences to their female White and male administrative 
colleagues. Also related to the concept of working harder was a common notion of having to 
prove themselves as leaders. Gabriella expressed this feeling as follows, “Being Latina, being a 
woman, we have to work twice as hard. I work real hard. We are constantly being questioned.” 
Similarly, Evette shared “When you have a Latino leader, that person has to prove themselves 
over and over again before there's actual credibility attached to them. But then I see that the 
credibility is automatically there for White counterparts”. Yolanda shared how as a member of 
the superintendent's cabinet she is held to higher expectations than her male counterparts. She 
described a situation where members of the team were assigned specific tasks on a district 
initiative. She spent many hours doing her research, talking to members of the school 
community, analyzing data and preparing a presentation. When each member of the cabinet 
shared their work her male counterparts simply provided brief oral summaries which were 
accepted by the superintendent when they clearly had not done their “due diligence” with the 
tasks given. She shared how she confronted her superintendent about why he is willing to  
accept mediocrity from the male administrators but she is corrected for minor errors to which he 
merely responded that she was being difficult.  
The dedication and commitment that these leaders give to their careers is admirable yet it 
does take a toll on them as expressed by Isabella.  
 
104 
I honestly think it's just you have to prove yourself. I think as a woman and more 
being a Latina woman you really have to do everything you can to prove yourself. 
You have to go that extra mile sometimes. It's extra work and people don't realize 
that. They don't realize all the extra stuff that mentally, physically you have to do 
to maintain the security and the job that you have. It's draining.  
 
Sexism. The leaders also described facing a number of incidents of sexism where they 
were overlooked for a male counterpart, objectified, or outright harassed. Five of the leaders, 
Yolanda, Marisol, Gabriella, Christina, and Karina, described educational leadership as being a 
“good ol boy club” where men are favored for higher leadership positions. Marisol declared “I 
think it's still very much a boy's club and men still dominate our profession and look out for each 
other... and women are still trying to find their footing in educational leadership.”  Yolanda 
echoed similar thoughts.  
We got to work three times as hard. I think men just get away with so much. They really 
do. I don't know why. They do. They can do less and be high and mighty. They can make 
huge mistakes and not be reprimanded. That double standard is so there. And so it's like, I 
have to be extra careful all the time.  
 
In addition to describing a feeling that they have to work harder Latina educational leaders also 
feel that their male counterparts are given more opportunities, are more respected in their school 
districts and do not seem to have to work as hard proving themselves.  
It's really interesting being a female and I think more so Latina in the community 
that you have to really watch your back. My previous principal would come in 
and I know he had some issues but he was just so laid back, people didn't like 
him, they'll get mad at him, they'll come to me and talk to me but they never went 
beyond that. With me it's a little bit different. I just think males for some odd 
reason, they just are respected and are, whatever he said goes. It's interesting to 
me how they don't have to prove themselves as much as Latinas or as much as 
females do. I saw that in our district the majority are female, admin, which is 
ironic but when the guy spoke everybody was quiet. It was just like they had the 
floor, they were respected while a woman was speaking there could be side 
conversation going on. We're all professionals, we've all got the same degree, 
maybe some higher than others but we should all be respected and I don't see that. 
(Isabella, Interview, June, 18, 2020). 
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Alejandra recalled having to leave a school district because she was sexually harassed by 
“top level administration”. She also shared how she did not even consider filing a formal 
complaint or lawsuit because the field of education is a tight circle and she felt it could 
negatively impact her career if she filed a complaint. So instead Alejandra chose to leave the 
position, took a step backwards and started in a new district at a lower level in the hierarchy. 
Yolanda also described instances where she faced harassment not by men in her district but by 
men at workshops or other functions. Furthermore, she mentioned being very conscious to bring 
her husband with her to certain evening functions as a means to “protect herself from being 
harassed”. For the participants in this study race/ethnicity and gender are tightly woven 
intersecting layers. 
Ageism. In addition to being discriminated against due to race and gender some of these 
leaders also have faced discrimination due to their age. Five of the 12, Alejandra, Yolanda, 
Leticia, Christina, and Karina, described being discriminated against for their age at one point or 
another as an administrator. In their counter stories it was hard to discriminate if the issue was 
truly about age or perhaps the intersection of age, race, and gender. These particular educational 
leaders were also very “put together” in terms of hair, makeup and clothing. Some of them noted 
how others in the workplace would comment on them being “attractive”.  Two of the leaders 
mentioned White teachers commenting on them being young as if to say that they are not old 
enough to be their supervisors/evaluators. In these particular instances, the focus was on the 
Latina leaders’ age with no mention of gender or ethnicity. As the researcher I question if ageism 
is viewed as a more acceptable or less offensive form of discrimination than racism or sexism? 
Meaning was the discrimination towards these leaders being masked under “ageism”?  
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Tokenism. Another barrier many expressed was related to tokenism. Some leaders 
shared how they or other Latina leaders they knew were boxed into “Latina roles'' such as 
bilingual teachers, assistant principals dealing with student discipline, or English learner 
directors. Others shared how there is an underlying feeling of competition among Latina leaders 
and a fear of losing or not getting the one spot allocated for a Latina leader in the school district. 
Given that many of the districts these leaders serve have high Latinx student populations it is 
unfortunate that there seems to be an unwritten rule that there can only be one or two Latinx 
leaders appointed to leadership positions. While four of the twelve shared that they purposefully 
seek out positions that serve Latinx student populations (see Table 6), most also shared the 
sentiment that they do not feel they would be given leadership opportunities in districts that did 
not have large Latinx populations. The Latina educational leaders participating in this study 
alluded that they limit their own opportunities by where they apply and as well as what types of 
positions they have sought out. Additionally their opportunities are narrowed further 
systemically. Examples of how Latina leaders are deprived of opportunities or are held back 
were evident in their counter stories. Evette described how Latinas are being deprived of 
opportunities to move up the hierarchy by those who are making the hiring decisions.   
I had to fight for this on multiple occasions in multiple districts. When Latinas are 
in teaching roles aspiring to move to an administrative role, there is this fear that 
there is nobody that is going to be able to take their place in that classroom. And 
so then you intentionally deprive that person of the opportunity to move on to the 
next level. 
 
Three of the leaders, Karina, Marisol and Gabriella, left central office English learner 
director positions for principal positions which are lower in the educational hierarchy in an effort 
to break out of the stereotypical “Latina Leader” role.  Karina shared how she had a great 
relationship with her superintendent and he trusted her with many additional responsibilities but 
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he would not promote her because he said “I need you to run bilingual, I don’t have anyone else 
who can do it.” Gabriella shared how her opportunity out of being the Director of Bilingual was 
due a principal who left mid-year and she “volunteered” to be the principal and still fulfilled her 
director duties for the remainder of the school year. After serving for thirteen years as a 
principal, she was appointed to an Assistant Superintendent role. Christina shared how a close 
friend of hers who is currently an English learner director was told that in order to move up the 
hierarchy she would have to get more administrative experience at the school level before being 
considered for any other district level leadership positions. Yet, in her district, there were a 
number of White central office administrators that had little to no school level administrative 
experience. Yolanda also shared how her friend who was an English learner director was passed 
over for an Assistant Superintendent position only to get it the following year.  
The White male hired to be the Assistant Superintendent, screwed up. A lot of Latinas 
will get stuck in that EL box. They should have given it (the position) to her last year, but 
why didn't they? Because they saw her in this EL lens.  
 
It is interesting that while Bilingual/English Learner director positions are central office positions 
and typically have responsibilities very similar to assistant superintendent roles, Latina leaders 
often have to take lower, school level leadership roles, such as principalships, to prove 
themselves worthy of holding other central office leadership roles higher in the hierarchy. 
Milagro shared how in her district the majority of students are Latinx yet there are only 
two Latinx administrators at the school level and that there are no Latinx leaders at the central 
office level.  
There's so few of us that when you try to go up, you can't. Because at the district level  
“we don't have a need for a Spanish speaking person” (this was something a central office 
administrator told her once). I've been looking elsewhere because I do want to get 
experiences. I'm getting a doctorate for a reason. I'm not going to be stuck. I don't want to 
be stuck as a principal for the rest of my life, even though I like it, I still want to move up. 




In her district, there has never been a bilingual Latinx leader in any role other than the EL 
coordinator role. Key central office roles such as the superintendent and assistant superintendent 
have bilingual English / Spanish speaking secretaries to translate when needed. In fact, Milagro 
shared that when she has applied for central office roles she has been told that her bilingual skills 
are needed more as a school principal. This particular situation is interesting as Milagro’s district 
does have a number of Black administrators at the central office and school levels; additionally 
four of the seven school board members are Black. However, in looking at the district’s Illinois 
state report card the Latinx student demographics (63.7%) are three times that of the Black 
student demographics (22.2%).   
Not all of the Latina Educational leaders had a negative feeling towards being selected 
for positions because they were Latina.  
I think it's just because of the roles I've ended up in, I feel like being bilingual, and being 
a woman, and being a Latina is actually ... fortunately, for whatever reason, has been an 
asset. Whether, regardless if it was to meet a quota or not, it has helped me get the 
positions that I've been able to get. (Lisa, Interview, June 20, 2020) 
However, Lisa also described how since there is a perception that there is only one spot 
allocated for a Latina it causes friction between Latina leaders and is impacting 
/perpetuating them not helping or holding each other up.  
Latinos are very ... They don't play nice in the sandbox with each other. I have heard that. 
... Either I'm the only one, I'm the token. I'm the little prize, or the check mark, "Yes, we 
have a Latina." Or it becomes very cut throat with other Latinos. That's sad.  
 
Some of the other leaders interviewed also mentioned the unwritten norm of there being a 
limited amount of administrative positions allocated for Latinx leaders but Lisa was the only one 
who shared Latinx leaders being “cut throat” with one another. 
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The undesired Latinx advocate. The participants in this study also described the 
challenges of being judged or held back for serving as an advocate for Latinx students 
and families. This judgement came from teachers in their schools as well as from district 
administrators and board members. The pressure these leaders felt led some of them to 
leave positions and seek other opportunities. One example was shared by Lisa, 
There was a lot of tension there, and teachers would say things that were racist, 
quite frankly. And they viewed our students from a very deficit perspective. 
There's that if I advocate for Latino students, "Of course you're advocating for 
them, because you're Latina." And so that really bothered me. But the teacher 
union presence was heavy. It was a strong union district. And so I didn’t feel like 
my superintendent supported me. But now that I understand kind of the politics, I 
see why he couldn't support me the way I wanted him to.  
This particular example was in relation to Lisa wanting to diversify her staff to better 
represent her school’s student population. She had a few vacant positions due to 
retirements and she wanted to move staff around and so that when she diversified her 
staff they would be spread out across the grade levels.  At the time her superintendent 
told her due to district politics she could not move the staff assignments nor should she 
focus on filling the vacancies with diverse educators. It was that summer that she decided 
to leave the district and she took her current principal position.  
Yolanda also felt the need to leave a leadership position due to feeling 
unsupported when she wanted to disrupt the status quo and make some changes to better 
meet the needs of the EL population she was serving. As an EL director at the time, with 
her superintendent’s support, she began moving from a traditional bilingual model to a 
dual language model. The following year under a new superintendent Yolanda was told 
not to continue the work of improving the EL program model.  
I think my first year I really enjoyed it. I think my second year, just 
philosophically being on a very different level than senior leadership, not feeling 
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like I had the support, more of like I had to do what they wanted me to do, and 
that's hard. It's hard for me, that's just not me. That's not part of my Latinidad. 
 
Half of the leaders in this study found themselves in situations similar to those described 
by Lisa and Yolanda at some point in their administrative careers where their beliefs as 
Latina educational leaders were not aligned to the district superintendents’. As a result 
not wanting to compromise their beliefs and sense of purpose they made the tough 
decisions to leave districts they loved.  
Fear of assuming discrimination. Three of the leaders interviewed spoke about being 
very conscious and careful about immediately assuming or “jumping” to assume that they were 
victims of discrimination. They are highly sensitive to discrimination because all they and others 
they know both personally and professionally have faced. Given that many of the participants 
have faced so much discrimination in their careers there was a feeling of wanting to be careful 
not to “overuse” or over categorize some of the challenges they have faced as some level of 
discriminatory practices. Evette articulated this notion as follows: 
I think that because I faced discrimination throughout my entire life, it's looked 
different. That I am biased. I am biased in terms of when I take a look at equity 
lens, I have to be very careful that I don't automatically jump to that 
discrimination place and microgressions and aggressions, because I have lived it 
so much. Because equity is so much more than just that. And so I think that I have 
to be very careful with that.  
 
Christina, Alejandra, Karina, and Evette shared that while they faced some very 
blatant discrimination in their careers they would not take any legal action on it. All are 
astutely aware that the field of education is one where you must be very careful not to 
burn bridges. It is widely understood that in education individuals who pursue lawsuits 
for any reason will be viewed negatively by other districts and as such will have limited 
opportunities. Thus none of these women despite having hard evidence, had any interest 
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in taking legal action for the discrimination they faced. Some of the leaders opted to 
report the discrimination they faced to their supervisors while others kept quiet, either 
because their supervisor was the one harassing them or because they felt that they would 
not get the support needed from their supervisor. In all of the examples given, the leaders 
eventually chose to leave their positions and seek opportunities in new districts. The word 
eventually is used because the Latina leaders tended to stay in their positions for a while 
hoping things would get better or change. Since their situations did not improve and since 
they felt they did not have support they sought opportunities in other districts.  
Research Question Three: What factors/elements have Latina administrators found helpful 
in their navigation of the educational leadership hierarchy? 
 
 The following themes emerged in response to the third research question; positive 
relationships with supervisors, networks, programs, organizations, financial supports, mentors, 
and their own personal characteristics. While the focus of this research is on Latina Educational 
Leaders it was interesting to find that nearly all their examples of support crossed racial and 
gender boundaries. The leaders did not limit themselves to only seeking assistance from other 
Latinx leaders. Although there was some indication of gravitating more towards Latinx based 
organizations for support. Most prevalent in the interviews was the support of supervisors and 
professional networks as elements that these Latina leaders found most helpful in moving up the 
leadership ladder.  
Supervisors. The Latina leaders shared many examples of how their current or previous 
supervisors assisted them in navigating the hierarchy of educational leadership. In many 
instances their supervisors tapped the Latina leaders and encouraged them to take risks. All of 
the leaders had positive examples of supervisors who believed in them and provided them with 
opportunities or avenues for them to grow at some point in their careers. Another common theme 
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in their counter stories was that some of their supervisors, both current and past, serve as mentors 
and members of their professional networks.  
Alejandra shared how opportunities for her first administrative positions came 
from White male superintendents she worked for. In the excerpt below she talks about 
how one of these gentlemen recruited her when he left the district they were working in 
to become a superintendent in another district. 
And here he was, White, older. Because you think that usually the older White 
males might be not really in favor of people like us having high level positions. 
But he called me, he said, "Hey, I have this director level position.” If I was 
interested. The two superintendents I mentioned really believed in me without me 
realizing it at that point.  
 
Lisa shared a similar story to Alejandra’s describing how she was given her first 
principalship opportunity by a superintendent she already knew. While it is fairly 
common for people to get job opportunities from their professional networks it would be 
interesting to track if Latina educational leaders get most of their opportunities from 
individuals they already know versus going into new roles where they do not have any 
connections. This may be tied to the challenge they described of having to prove 
themselves. Being given opportunities by newly seated superintendents they already 
knew from working with them previously means that these superintendents have already 
gotten to know them. The superintendents previously saw their work and their leadership 
abilities therefore the Latina leaders had already essentially “proven” themselves. 
Alejandra continued to share that while her current superintendent did not hire her she 
had definitely helped her. “She has really helped me again, being myself and allowing me 
to be myself. She believes in me and my opinions and my recommendations.” 
Marisol, Lisa, Milagro, Leticia, Isabella, and Karina explained that they were able 
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to move up the hierarchy because they had supervisors that believed in them and at times 
encouraged them to take on new roles even when they themselves were not seeking new 
opportunities. Leticia had this to say about the two directors that she worked for in two 
previous schools “They pushed me to take certain risks and step out of my comfort zone. 
I would also say that I feel that they are a part of my personal and professional network”. 
Marisol recalled sometimes being told she could do other things but also at times not 
being told with words but by actions.  
They didn't necessarily say it, but in giving you responsibilities, or more 
responsibilities showed confidence in me. And I think that helped me know that I 
can probably do some things that I otherwise wouldn't have been inclined to do.  
 
In addition to providing opportunities, Milagro, Isabella and Christina shared how their 
supervisors coached them by providing support. Milagro recalled the support and guidance her 
direct supervisor, a White female, assistant superintendent provided when she first became a 
principal and how it was challenging her first year.  
I would not have made it without her. She was awesome. I could talk to her about 
anything and she would coach me on what to say, how to say it. Honestly I would have 
not made it this far without her.  
 
Christina shared how as an assistant principal her principal not only coached her and helped her 
grow in that role but he also helped her get her current position as a principal in a new district.  
He saw things that he never experienced, but he saw it, even though he wasn't 
experiencing them, he could see the inequity. So, I just feel like, because he saw it, he 
was compassionate to it and actually supported me. He actually helped me get this job, 
meaning he would mock interview me. He would always say, "Me being male and me 
being a Spaniard," he's like, "I can get a job anywhere. They'll hire me like that." He's 
like, "And I know that you have to work twice as hard, so I want to prepare you so that 
you're ready."  
 
Christina pointed out that she had applied for two principal positions in her previous district 
where she served as an assistant principal but was not selected. She asserted that she was told a 
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“variety of excuses” as to why she was not being promoted. Yet in both instances the person who 
was promoted had less experience but happened to be White. After the second time she was 
passed over she sought out principalships in other districts and was offered her current position. 
Mentors. Many of the leaders studied identified having informal mentors with only a few 
mentioning being assigned a formal mentor. Those that did mention having a formal mentor 
seemed to have them assigned per the states expectation and via their local Regional Office of 
Education where first and second year principals are assigned a mentor. Isabella, Christina, 
Leticia, and Marisol shared they had been assigned mentors during their first year as principals. 
All of these leaders described finding their assigned mentor as very helpful primarily because 
these individuals could serve as a sounding board and thought partner for the leaders. The 
mentors provided by the ROEs are often experienced administrators who are retired principals. 
Since these mentors do not evaluate the principals they provide a very non-threatening form of 
support to the principals who can seek them out for advice or problem solving. However, in 
Illinois Latinx administrators as an ethnic group do not have a formal mentorship program other 
than what is offered through IALAS. 
Networks. All of the Latina leaders interviewed shared that having a professional 
network of fellow educational leaders has been extremely useful in their careers.  These leaders 
describe their professional networks as typically people they work with or previously have 
worked with and those they attended graduate school with. Once again members of their 
networks were described as people of all ethnicities, genders, and ages. Professional networks 
provide the participants with a variety of supports from being thought partners, critical friends, 
providing leads on jobs, sharing resources and ideas, providing support and healthy competition 
for continuing education. Alejandra, Lisa, and Leticia shared the following:  
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Being friends or being close to people that have continued their education and 
have been excelling, so I wasn't going to allow myself to not be at that level. So I 
think that also who is in your circle helps as well. Having a network, I think, has 
been incredible. I mean, I have valued that immensely. I think having a mentor 
and having a network really helps you to not feel lonely. And this network can 
also help you with reading and making sure that you are preparing, you're always 
knowledgeable. (Alejandra, Interview, June 23, 2020). 
I'm also very close to other colleagues who went through the master's program with me. 
And so education is a very hierarchical system and there's a lot of politics at play, 
sometimes, oftentimes to the detriment of students, unfortunately. So they're the ones that 
are my sounding board. Or even if it's just to, I don't want to say vent, but just to talk 
through some things that may be bothering me or what have you. I think it's healthy. 
They don't ever really commiserate. It usually is centered around solutions. While I'm 
very passionate and something's bothering me. I'm not just going to complain about it. I 
want to find solutions. I think, honestly, it's that network. That is the biggest thing. Yeah. 
I keep coming back to that. I think human capital is the biggest thing. Not race specific 
(Lisa, Interview, June 20, 2020). 
I think that you need to find key people that are going to be like those lifelong 
people that you're going to continue to network with and grow and develop those 
personal relationships, because we just need that all along. I feel that there's value 
in having a small network of people that you feel really connected with. I think 
that's important. The importance of still sharing a lot of these resources together 
with each other and you know, some of us are in high school setting some are in 
elementary, but you still can make use of it somehow. That network of people 
that... I wouldn't say have to have the same philosophy in teaching, but have a 
similar one or that can also challenge you. Because I think that's great dialogue. I 
feel that the more of us that get together and continue to share in our successes 
and push each other, I think the more than we can take other people on and show 
them that it's not that scary of a world. You have people that can help you along 
the way. (Leticia, Interview, June 24, 2020) 
While the Latina leaders shared that their professional networks are made up of people from 
diverse backgrounds Alisa, Lisa, Marisol, and Karina, specifically noted having other Latina 
leaders in their professional network. Alisa described someone in her professional network as a 
Latina friend who she taught with prior to becoming an administrator. They both now serve as 
administrators in separate districts but they always make an effort to stay connected and 
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encourage one another.  
When I was even applying for AP positions, she was always there just trying to support 
me, helping me out. And that's something, too, that she would always tell me, that we 
have to help each other out, empower, because there's so little of us out there. And I think 
once you become a leader, you need to make sure that you expand your professional 
learning network.  
 
Professional organizations. Participating in professional organizations was not the norm 
for the majority of the Latina leaders interviewed, however, those that did participate in 
professional organizations seemed to benefit greatly from them. The most frequently mentioned 
professional organizations named by the research participants were Association for Latino 
Administrators and Superintendents (ALAS), and IALAS which is the Illinois chapter of ALAS.  
Considering that half of the Latina leaders are principals it was a little surprising that none of 
them mentioned Illinois Principal Association (IPA) as assisting them in their navigation of the 
leadership hierarchy. 
Alejandra stated that IALAS has provided her with opportunities to learn and network by 
getting to know more people in the field of education in Illinois. In particular she admitted how 
being a part of the organization and serving on the IALAS board also helped her develop the 
skill set of recruiting which is vital in her particular role as a leader.  
The two highest ranking leaders interviewed, Gabriella and Yolanda shared how ALAS 
has been helpful in their navigation of the hierarchy into educational leadership. From what these 
leaders described in their interviews ALAS has provided them with networking, mentorship, 
programs, and comfort where they can be themselves since its membership is primarily Latinx 
administrators.  ALAS also gave some of these administrators opportunities to be leaders among 
their Latinx peers to support the “movement”.   
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Gabriella has been a member of both ALAS and IALAS. She shared how through her 
involvement she got her previous superintendent involved in ALAS and he now serves on the 
board. His participation in this organization helped him, as a White man, become more aware 
and advocate for the needs of Latinx students and educators. This was valuable as he led a 
district with primarily Latinx students where Gabriella served. She talked at length about how 
she saw his involvement with ALAS change him as a leader and thus impacting how he led the 
school district. Gabriella also participated in the ALAS Superintendents academy which is 
designed to prepare Latinx leaders for superintendent positions. ALAS has helped Gabriella 
grow her professional network to include what she called “important people in the field of 
education.” 
Yolanda is also a member of both ALAS and IALAS. She helped create IALAS and even 
served on the board for a few years a role that she said was very time consuming. That being said 
most of what she shared that benefited her most was the affiliation with ALAS. For Yolanda, 
ALAS has provided mentorship, professional opportunities, support, and comfort. With great 
pride and excitement Yolanda provided these examples of how ALAS has helped her in her 
career:  
I've been really lucky I think, my colleagues and mentors from national ALAS, I 
think that has been just an amazing organization. When I was preparing for this 
role (her current role as Chief Academic Officer), I reached out to a couple of 
retired superintendents. They're married and they're both retired superintendents, 
they're both Latinos from Arizona. They helped me prepare my resume and my 
cover letter, and we did interview prep. Just whenever I have questions or 
thoughts, there's a handful of people that I can just call that have been in the seat, 
that look like me, that sound like me, that have had that experience. And that has 
been great. What I love about ALAS is there's this, it's almost like a familia. 
There's always this constant system of support. And so, as opportunities come up, 
they think of you. They think of each other. And so, as people get promoted or 
hired into superintendent positions it's almost like it's this unsaid thing of like, 
"We're going to pull each other up." And so, it's been great. I've had the 
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opportunity to serve on several national panels, or help publishers develop things 
and it's all through ALAS, because they have a national stage. And so, as folks are 
trying to gather that lens, because they see that their population is changing, and 
they want to tap into somebody, they go to ALAS. That's where I have the 
opportunity to just grow and meet people and learn, and I think just get exposure 
outside of Illinois.  
 
Yolanda also shared about her first experience at an ALAS conference. After 
dinner they had a dance and she was surprised to see so many professional Latinx 
educational leaders so relaxed and having fun drinking and dancing. Having attended a 
number of other professional conferences and dinner after parties Yolanda quickly 
realized this one was different. She described feeling hesitant as she has been so trained 
not to drink or “let loose” at conferences as she is typically one of few Latinx leaders in 
attendance. While she stood there watching the room full of Latinx leaders enjoying 
themselves a man approached her and said “For fun, just let go! Because then we all got to go 
home and we're going to be surrounded by a bunch of White people. And we got to behave. It's 
the only place you can just do it."  This quote articulates exactly what many of the participants in 
this study shared. Essentially that as Latina leaders they have to constantly monitor themselves in 
terms of their behavior, what they are saying, and how they present themselves as they are 
always being “watched” and “judged” by their White colleagues. For Yolanda, this experience 
made quite an impression on her as she realized that ALAS provided a safe place to be herself, a 
strong Latina leader. This and conversations with other ALAS members gave her the confidence 
and reassurance that it was okay to be herself and that she could lead and advocate for students 
“without being afraid” that she was going to lose her job. Realizing that if she lost her job for 
being herself then it was not the right fit anyway. Yolanda said “leading without fear” has helped 
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her navigate the leadership hierarchy more freely. 
About half of the leaders shared that they have attended conferences held by IALAS but 
not all of them are members. Those who are not members, Karina, Marisol, and Leticia, shared 
how they did not know IALAS existed until many years after entering into leadership. They were 
also surprised that there were not more members affiliated with the organization given that it is 
the only one of its kind in the state of Illinois. Based on what the Latina leaders in this study 
describe it is likely that Latinx admin are not taking advantage of IALAS because they are busy 
just trying to survive in a field where they encounter many challenges daily.  
Programs. Another factor that has had a positive impact among the Latina leaders in 
helping them in their leadership careers was participation in particular programs such as Golden 
Apple, Star Leaders, and the Aspiring Superintendents Academy. These programs have provided 
the Latina leaders with structured programmatic support to increase their knowledge, challenge 
their thinking, as well as providing an additional pool of educators to network and collaborate 
with. Two of the programs Golden Apple and Star Leaders are focused on grooming leaders for 
high needs schools.  
As high school seniors, Leticia and Lisa were selected to participate in the Golden Apple 
program as aspiring teachers entering college. While Golden Apple is not specifically an 
educational leadership organization, both Leticia and Lisa emphasized how they participated in 
the program all through college and how they still have ties to the program as it provides a 
system of giving back and supports ongoing professional relationships. Leticia explained how 
she has benefited from the Golden Apple program. 
I still partner with them and I'm going to do their summer institute for their 
teachers that are going into their first year. I'll be starting that. And then I'm going 
to be mentoring some first year teachers. It has supports all along, wherever it may 
be. Right. So your support starts as a classroom teacher, right? And then if you 
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leave your classroom, you have supports as an administrator. You have supports, 
then, as you're going through coursework and helping with some research about 
like, And I think there's something about having a network like that, that's not a 
one time thing, right? You can tap into it at any time, and networking's growing 
from year to year because there's new Scholars that come in. So you have the 
younger group that offers a fresh perspective. You have your veterans that have 
been in the field for a long time and you have your people in the middle. But just 
being able to collaborate across ages, experiences throughout the state of Illinois, 
urban and rural. And having that, I think if we have something similar to that, as 
Latinas going into the education profession in college, I think that we would find 
more people going into it. Because there's the support and there's that partnership. 
So being a part of an organization that was education driven. 
For both Leticia and Lisa Golden Apple is not just a program but also serves as a professional 
network where they interact with other educators serving in teaching and leadership roles.  
Many of the research participants viewed their masters and doctorate courses as 
benefiting them as they navigated the educational leadership hierarchy. These programs not only 
increased their knowledge base but also aided them with developing strong relationships with 
other educators. Some of these relationships have developed into personal/ professional 
relationships while others periodically check in with past school mates who tend to serve more as 
an additional resource/ network. Interestingly, Leticia shared how she still does book studies 
with her past classmates as a means to continue to learn but also to stay connected. Likewise Lisa 
is hosting a podcast with a previous classmate based on their similar interests as a way to 
continue to stay in touch and also grow as professionals. She also mentioned how she has 
recruited this classmate to come serve as a principal in her current district.  
One master's degree program that seemed to stand out in the counter stories was one that 
Marisol and Milagro both attended. They participated in a masters leadership program called Star 
Leaders that DePaul and Northeastern Universities collaborated to design. This was a federally 
funded program designed to create leaders in urban settings. Prior to hearing about the program, 
neither Marisol nor Milagro had planned to enter into educational leadership, however, they took 
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advantage of the opportunity to get a graduate degree for free. Both leaders described the 
program as being unique with a heavy emphasis on how to raise the student achievement with 
students of color. Marisol shared the following: 
And then for the first time there was dialogue and conversation about children of 
color and the hardships that some students have coming to school. Those aren't 
things in your normal graduate education class... methods class. You're never 
really even talking about that. You get one special ed class, and it's about 
everything. But it's... if we want to raise the achievement of kids of color and have 
presence and have them feel like they can grow up and be leaders in education, 
programs have to evolve to match those students that you want to capture. It was a 
very unique program, and all the speakers that they brought were purposefully of 
African American, Asian... like they tried... I mean there was also Caucasian guest 
speakers, but they tried to create... where we could see other people and what 
they're doing with their research and their work. And so it was very different and 
unique and I don't know that everybody has that opportunity, and I wonder 
sometimes if that isn't something that continued to propel me because it kind of 
fuels you, when you see people talking to you about the work they're doing, and 
purposeful about the kids that you're trying to reach. So I just wonder.  
In her counter story, Milagro shared about her experience attending the Illinois Superintendents 
Association (ISA) Superintendents Academy. She is an aspiring superintendent and feels that she 
is not getting enough exposure or opportunities in her district to gain the knowledge and skills 
that she will need to be properly prepared to advance her career.  
I went for a week. I paid out of pocket. Everybody else, when I got there, I heard 
their superintendents paid for it. Mine didn't. So I paid out of my pocket. It was 
like $1,700. I really, I loved it. It's intense. But it was fun. It was fun. I got to meet 
a lot of people. I got to get a good understanding of what being a superintendent is 
all about. And they talk to you like "sin pelos en la lengua." They say it like it is. 
They gave us scenarios, we got to talk to actual lawyers and kind of run through 
problems that they will give us to see how we will solve that. I mean, it was very 
interactive.  
 
Milagro emphasized how this particular program has really benefited her and it was money well 
spent. However, this example also reinforces some of the challenges shared in research question 
two regarding limiting the opportunities for Latina leaders and showing a lack of support for 




Contrary to Milagro’s experience, Leticia described how her previous employer, a charter 
school, paid for the administrative team to attend educational coursework at Harvard University. 
This was a weeklong program where her four person administrative team took classes, worked 
on a strategically designed project, as well as team building. Leticia recognizes that participating 
in the Harvard program was very unique and one that she would not have been able to do without 
the financial support of her employer.  
Financial support. Of the twelve educators five had some financial assistance to pay for 
graduate school, advanced degrees, and programs. Based on what these leaders shared, having 
financial support for graduate school was a primary factor that motivated them to enroll into 
educational leadership programs. Some of the leaders also shared that without the financial 
assistance they would not have pursued educational leadership because it would have been too 
big of a financial strain on their families.  
As described earlier, Marisol and Milagro participated in a federally funded master’s 
degree leadership program called STARS where they had both their tuition and books fully paid 
for. Similarly, Leticia, Karina and Gabriella also had their masters degrees paid for. Gabriella 
received a grant and Leticia and Karina’s employers at the time paid for their schooling. 
Additionally, another one of Karina’s employers paid for a portion of her doctorate degree. 
Which she admitted she never would have even considered pursuing a doctorate if she had not 
received tuition reimbursement. All of these leaders said had they not gotten financial support 
they would not have continued their education and thus would not have become educational 
leaders. This highlights the importance of providing financial assistance for those interested in 
pursuing advanced degrees and ascending to an educational leadership position.  
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I had an opportunity to complete my leadership certificate through Kellogg at 
Northwestern. And that is a pricey program, which my previous school paid for. Those 
classes were all around leadership, but not leadership related to education, just leadership 
in general. And I think having those opportunities to attend the different PD sessions or 
the different sessions through Harvard or Kellogg, that, I mean, let's be honest, as Latinas, 
or just with our salaries in an admin role, we're not going to seek out. You have to have 
the districts or sponsors that are willing to spend that money for you to complete this and 
grow. (Leticia Interview, June 24, 2020) 
Clearly receiving financial support was a significant factor in the participants’ pursuit and 
navigation of the educational leadership hierarchy. Knowing that having financial assistance was 
key for these leaders, so it seems logical that it should be considered as a means to recruit more 
Latinx leaders. 
Personality characteristics. The last category of factors that these Latina leaders found 
helpful in their navigation of the educational leadership hierarchy were related to personality 
characteristics. All of the leaders displayed common characteristics such as determination, 
ambition, resilience, self-confidence and “not being afraid”.  The reality is that these leaders 
know that at times people underestimate them. They also understand that they are “different” the 
way they think, look, and talk is “different.” All of these leaders have had to learn to be okay and 
comfortable with being different.   
Karina started her leadership career at age 27 and she shared how as a young 
administrator she always felt that people looked at her thinking “who does this little Mexican girl 
from the bad side of town think she is?”  This feeling stayed with Karina for nearly a decade. 
Gabriella not only described herself as a resilient person, but also shared how when people doubt 
her she takes it as a challenge. She attributed her success to internal factors such as her own self 
confidence and determination. Milagro echoed similar feelings.  
I think I wanted to prove something to myself that people would always say that I wasn't 
going to get too far because of where I came from (public housing in Puerto Rico). I think 
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that reminding myself of how much I've accomplished, because I didn't think I was going 
to get this far. And so, that pushes me to move on and go further.”  
Yolanda shares how she has evolved as an administrator over the years.   
I think like ALAS has been helpful. I think, you know, some of like my mentors, 
you know, formal and informal have been helpful, but I think the most important 
thing, I feel like, you know, when I look at who I was as a leader, when I took that 
first director role and who I am as a leader now, I feel like that the biggest 
difference is that I think that I'm not afraid anymore. Like, I feel like I know who I 
am. I'm proud of who I am. This is who I want to represent, and I know that I bring 
a lot of value to the table that I sit at.  
 While Yolanda shared that she is “no longer afraid” to be herself the other leaders did not 
necessarily express that same feeling. In listening to the counter stories there were 
instances where the participants expressed being unsure or concerned about how they 
were being viewed or judged, yet they still had enough self-confidence to enter into 
leadership roles. 
Dual identity. One common theme that is not directly related to any of the research 
questions but that is an interrelated theme is the identity dichotomy that many of the Latina 
leaders shared. These leaders all still strongly identify with their Latina culture while trying to 
balance it with their professional identities. The participants expressed that to be “accepted” and 
“respected” in a field dominated by White educators they find that they have to dial down their 
Latina identity. Rather they tend to emphasize how they are Americanized to be more relatable to 
the majority and so that their colleagues can feel more comfortable.  
Many of the leaders gave examples of how they must be thoughtful in how they present 
themselves at work. For example the participants shared how they carefully choose what they 
wear to work. Many described feeling that they must be dressed very professionally, oftentimes 
much more professional than their coworkers, which then draws attention and comments from 
their colleagues. Karina shared how when she started her new role she wore dresses and suit 
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jackets and every day that she did her coworkers would tell her she did not need to dress so nice. 
In her previous district where there were more minority leaders, Karina always wore dresses and 
suits and no one ever commented that she was over dressed. In her new district she is the only 
Latina administrator at the central office level so she closely monitors her dress, speech, and 
interactions with colleagues.  Christina also commented on how in her new school her staff often 
comment on how she is “over” dressed. In her counterstory she explained that she was raised to 
always present herself as “done up” meaning well dressed with her hair and makeup done. 
Clearly these leaders feel the need to adapt how they present themselves from their physical 
appearance to how they talk and what they talk about. Some of the leaders mentioned being 
guarded about what personal information they share with their coworkers for fear that they will 
not relate to them. Below is Christina’s description of straddling both worlds. 
I’m not American enough to be American. And then I go home (to be with 
extended family), and I am not Mexican enough to be Mexican. I always feel like 
I have to be proving myself. And so I feel like to the White colleagues, I want to 
be like them, be like, "I, too, own, I have a half a million dollar home. I, too, own 
that car that, you know? Like my kids do also go to swim class. But with my 
Hispanics, I don't say those things because I don't want them to think that I'm 
bragging. So it's just the more like I have to be a different person depending on 
who it is, because I feel like constantly having to prove myself or not prove 
myself on the other end. Like, I don't know if that makes sense. 
The feeling that Christina shared of not fully fitting in as an American or Mexican was 
also articulated by many of the other participants. This feeling of not fully fitting into 
either culture was not isolated to their careers as they shared having these feelings as 
Latina children attending American schools.  
Quite a few of the leaders shared similar examples as Christina did that they do not want 
to come off as bragging and still want to appear humble with their families. All of the Latina 
educational leaders studied are highly educated holding a number of degrees and endorsements. 
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They have worked hard for their education but also in their roles. Some described being 
surprised at the level of their accomplishments in terms of degrees, job titles, and salaries. This is 
not to be mistaken as them feeling undeserved they all feel that they have worked extremely hard 
to get where they are. Rather the feeling of surprise or disbelief comes from beating the odds and 
exceeding others expectations of them. As a result, a few of them shared feelings of 
embarrassment or the need to hide/ downgrade their successes to family members who have not 
achieved similar levels of success. Thus again the theme of wanting others who are around them 
to be comfortable and they themselves wanting to feel that they fit in.  
Summary / Conclusions  
 Throughout the counter stories of the Latina educational leaders there were a number of 
challenges shared with examples of a variety forms of discrimination or others receiving 
preferential treatment and opportunities. Marisol articulated it as follows, “we talked about the 
gender differences and certainly there's privilege in being a male in education and if you're White 
there's just privilege upon privilege.” Another major challenge the leaders shared that they faced 
in trying to navigate the leadership hierarchy centered around the idea of a lack of guidance, 
mentorship and networks. Interestingly enough these are also all factors that were identified as 
things that have helped them in their careers. The challenges posed by the intersectionality of 
race and gender were prominent in the leaders counter stories. Descriptions of feeling that they 
must work two and three times as hard as their White counterparts in an effort to establish some 
credibility as a leader was also commonly shared. Alisa shared “just knowing people see you, 
they see you, you're a Latina, you're a female. And it's like any little thing they can use to knock 
down your credibility.” 
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While the Latina educational leaders studied faced numerous challenges in their careers 
as they navigated the administrative hierarchy none of them expressed regretting entering into 
educational leadership.  Evette articulated the sentiment well when she described her 
administrative experiences as “Rosas y Espinas” roses and thorns.  The roses and thorns analogy 
perfectly sums up the experiences of these Latina educational leaders and as such it inspired the 
dissertation title change from “Latina Educational Leaders: Factors That Shape Their Careers 
and How They Navigate the Hierarchy of PreK-12 Educational Administration” to “Rosas y 




CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FIELD 
 
 This chapter provides an overall summary of this research study on Latina Educational 
Leaders serving in Illinois. Included in this section is the statement of the problem, a description 
of the methodology, and the major findings related to the research questions. In addition, the 
research questions are explored, offering a context in which to interpret the results. A discussion 
of the results presents possible explanations for the findings, connections to the existing 
published research, as well as implications of the dissertation study. The chapter concludes with 
recommendations for the field of education and recommendations for future research.  
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the factors that influence/impact 
Latina educational leaders in their professional careers. The research examined the experiences 
of Latina administrators, their identities, perceptions, and aspirations as it relates to the field of 
education and their careers. The findings were reported and framed using Latino Critical Race 
Theory and intersectionality between race and gender to identify and understand the factors that 
impact Latinas entering educational leadership roles, their career paths, and their ability to 
elevate into higher levels of leadership. The following research questions guided the exploration 
into the experiences and perceptions of the 12 Latina educational leaders studied: 
1. What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in Illinois to enter the field of 
educational leadership?  
2. What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in obtaining leadership 
positions? 
3. What factors/elements have Latina administrators found helpful in their navigation of the 




Summary of the Problem Statement and Methodology  
As the number of Latinx students enrolled in U.S. schools continues to rise so does the 
concern over their lack of academic progress. Nationwide states are finding significant 
achievement gaps between White and Latinx students as evidenced by state tests as well as 
nationally normed standardized tests such as NWEA-MAP tests. While the Latinx PreK-12 
student population has shown steady growth over the last couple of decades, there are not 
comparable growth patterns with Latinx educational leaders. Current research indicates that 
educational leaders who understand the cultural background and lived experiences of students 
tend to be more effective in improving student outcomes (Hopson, Hotep, Schneider, & Turenne, 
2010). This and other similar research studies support the need to have educators who are 
reflective of the racial/ethnic backgrounds of minority students, and specifically, Latinx students 
to combat underperformance (Crawford & Fuller, 2017).  
In an effort to contribute knowledge to the current body of research on the experiences of 
Latinx educational leaders and support future Latina educational leadership development, this 
study employed a counter story research design to investigate the leadership careers of 12 Latina 
leaders serving in K-12 school districts in Illinois. The purposeful sample of participants were 
determined through the use of referral sampling. In order to be considered for this study, 
participants needed to demonstrate the following characteristics: participants needed to be Latina 
and currently serving as an administrator in an Illinois school district serving K-12 students. Any 
Latina leader who met these characteristics was considered for this study. That being said, efforts 
were made to obtain participant representation from a variety of leadership roles at both the 




All of the Latina leaders studied currently serve in districts located in various suburbs of 
Chicago, Illinois. The leaders ranged in age from 31- 50 years old. The participants’ educational 
leadership experience ranged from 1 year to 20 years. Some of the leaders were change of career 
individuals following a non-traditional path into the field of education similar to those described 
by Ocasio (2014). Interview participants included one assistant principal, six principals, one 
director of English Language (EL) programming, two other district level directors, and two 
Assistant Superintendents/Chief Academic Officers. The participant interviews were conducted 
between June 2020 and August 2020. Due to the coronavirus pandemic, eight of the 12 
interviews were conducted via Zoom and four were completed in person. Each participant was 
interviewed one time. Pseudonyms were used to represent the names of individual participants, 
school sites, and districts.  
The experiences of Latina educational leaders are complex thus the need to examine their 
stories via the Latino Critical Race Theory lens. Dealing with racism, sexism, classism, 
citizenship, and cultural conflicts, Latina educational leaders have multidimensional identities 
and they are best understood by hearing their experiences described in their own words. The 
counter stories of these leaders demonstrate how they are impacted by a number of intersecting 
and conflicting factors as they maneuver the hierarchy of educational leadership. Latinas serving 
as educational leaders are driven and make concerted efforts to utilize their unique skills and 
strengths to work toward establishing educational equity for the students they serve. Given that 
there is a lack of empirical research related to understanding the experiences of Latinx leaders  
Chapters 4 and 5 provide an in-depth examination the backgrounds and professional careers of 





Summary of Findings 
In talking with the 12 Latina educational leader participants, several key common themes 
were revealed in terms of their perceptions and experiences. The presentation of the findings will 
focus particularly on their motivation to enter the field of educational leadership, the challenges 
they have experienced along the way, and factors they feel have aided them in their careers. 
These themes appeared in their recollection of their experiences from being students themselves, 
their teaching experiences, as well as their administrative experiences. 
Motivating factors for Latina educational leaders. Several overarching themes related 
to motivating factors for Latina educational leaders were identified through the analysis. First, 
the participants commonly expressed a strong belief in the value and importance of education, 
often instilled in them by family members during their upbringing. This belief served as a 
motivating factor to become an educational leader while also serving as the core belief from 
which other motivating factors are built upon. A second motivating factor was the desire to help 
others and to have an impact on their community (both locally and the Latinx community at 
large). The leaders interviewed tended to serve in low income, high minority, and/or Latinx 
majority school districts, driven by a desire to have a part in changing the educational 
experiences of students who attend these schools. For some of the leaders this is seen as a 
reaction to their own experiences of low expectations, discrimination, and unsupportive 
educators throughout their schooling. All of the Latinas described a motivating factor for them 
becoming an educational leader as it being their “purpose” to help students and families that look 
like them.  
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Another overarching theme that integrates with those already described is representation, 
or the idea that it is important that school communities have educators that are representative of 
the student population. This includes gender and socioeconomic representation as well as ethnic 
representation. Thus, the third overarching theme was representation and advocacy, serving as a 
voice for students, working toward educational equity for all students, and helping staff and 
colleagues better understand the students and families they serve. Due to their own lived 
experiences these Latina leaders are able to relate to Latinx students and their parents. 
Participants were motivated to address the frustrations and the lack of understanding 
demonstrated by many White educators when dealing with Latinx students and families. 
Recognizing the complexity of intersectionality between race, culture, language, and poverty and 
its impact on students and parents is a unique skill that the Latina leaders possess because they 
have lived it. Internalizing the value of and the need for this skill in schools and districts, 
therefore, represents a motivation for entering into educational leadership roles for the 
participants. This representation and advocacy extended beyond Latinx students to African 
American and other minority students and families as well. These Latina educators expressed 
being motivated to enter into leadership roles to be a part of the solution to work towards 
educational equity and equitable opportunities not only for Latinx students but for all students.  
Challenges experienced by Latina educational leaders. Throughout the counter stories 
of the Latina educational leaders there were a number of challenges shared with examples of a 
variety forms of discrimination or others receiving preferential treatment and opportunities. 
Areas of specific challenges or discrimination included racism, sexism, ageism, tokenism, being 
perceived as the undesired Latinx advocate, and the fear of too quickly assuming discrimination. 
As noted in LatCrit theory the challenges posed by the intersectionality of race and gender were 
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prominent in the leaders' counter stories. Descriptions of having to work two and three times as 
hard as their White counterparts in an effort to establish some credibility as a leader was also 
commonly shared.  
Another common theme identified, was somewhat related to challenges, however which 
was not directly related to any of the research questions was that of dual or multiple identities. 
This theme was expressed as identity dichotomy. The leaders described struggling at times to 
balance their cultural identity with their professional identity, finding difficulty in breaching 
what they describe as two different worlds. Despite the many career challenges faced by the 
participants as they navigated the administrative hierarchy, none of the participants expressed 
regret entering into educational leadership.   
Factors supporting the development of Latina educational leaders. The data pointed 
to themes of positive relationships with supervisors, mentors, networks, programs, organizations, 
financial supports, and their own personal characteristics as supporting factors in the Latina 
leaders’ careers. Although the focus of this research was on Latina educational leaders, their 
supporting factors crossed racial, gender, and age boundaries as the participants sought and 
received assistance from peers and supervisors beyond just fellow Latinx educators. One of the 
most prominent factors identified as assisting Latina leaders in navigating the hierarchy of 
educational leadership and providing opportunities for personal growth was the influence and 
support received from their immediate supervisors. Another factor positively impacting Latina 
leaders was having formal and informal mentors who served as a sounding board and thought 




Professional networks of people they work with or previously have worked with and 
those they attended college with was a third theme identified as assisting the Latina leaders. 
These networks provide the participants with a variety of supports from being problem solving 
partners, critical friends, providing leads on jobs, sharing resources and ideas, providing support 
and healthy competition for continuing education. In addition, Latina leaders gleaned support 
from professional organizations such as Association for Latino Administrators and 
Superintendents (ALAS), and IALAS, which is the Illinois chapter of ALAS. According to their 
website “ALAS is committed to identifying, recruiting, developing and advancing Latin/o/a/x 
school administrators in order to improve the educational accomplishments of Latin/o/a/x 
youth.” (ALAS, 2021). It is noteworthy to mention that ALAS means “wings'' in Spanish 
symbolizing giving wings / support to Latinx leaders. Access to financial support to pay for 
advanced degrees and programs provided the means necessary for many of the leaders to acquire 
the education needed to become administrators. Finally, personality characteristics such as 
determination, ambition, resilience, self-confidence, and fearlessness were identified as assisting 
the leaders in their careers. These combined themes served to address the research questions of 
the study in terms of identifying and understanding the motivations, challenges, and supports that 
were formative in the careers of the Latina educational leaders studied. 
Limitations 
The most obvious limitation of this study is the small sample size of 12 subjects drawn 
from a very shallow pool of Latina educational leaders serving in Illinois. All things considered, 
the sample size is a representative sample of Latina leaders serving in Illinois. Additionally, the 
sample size of this study was larger than most of the published studies conducted on Latina 
leaders from other states as highlighted in the literature review of this dissertation.  
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Also limiting the study was the impact of COVID-19 restrictions with many of the 
interviews having to be conducted virtually via Zoom video meetings. All of the participants had 
been using Zoom or another similar platform and have gotten accustomed to video meetings thus 
it did not appear to hinder communication. I was still able to garner a strong understanding of the 
experiences expressed by participants. Since the interviews were done via live video, I was able 
to observe nonverbal communication as an additional dynamic to understanding the associated 
emotions and perspectives of participants when telling their stories.  
In addition, as a qualitative exploration, the findings of this examination of how some 
Latina educators have successfully acquired leadership positions is not necessarily generalizable 
to a larger population of Latina educational leaders. However, it does provide valuable insight 
into the experiences and perceptions of this specific sample of educators, shedding light on 
possible challenges and assistive factors for other Latina administrators. Despite the lack of 
generalizability of the study findings, it is hoped that these findings will assist and encourage 
other aspiring Latina educational leaders. Perhaps by providing a foundation to recognize the 
barriers these educators face obstacles may be alleviated in the future.  
Discussion 
Research Question One: What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in 
Illinois to enter the field of educational leadership?  
The findings of this study shed light on the experiences and beliefs that served to 
motivate the Latina educator participants in Illinois to achieve their leadership roles in education. 
As a core belief, participants described having a strong belief in the value of education, which 




Flowing from the first theme supporting the perceived importance and value of 
education, another major theme in the findings supported the importance of helping others in 
terms of providing representation to affect a change in educational experiences for Latinx and 
other minority students. This perceived impact on the community was viewed as both a local 
impact and to the Latinx community at large. For some participants, this was a reaction to their 
own experiences of discrimination, low expectations, and unsupportive educators throughout 
their schooling. Through adequate representation, students can have educators and educational 
leaders that are representative of the student population, which can include gender, 
socioeconomic status, and ethnic representation. Another theme highlighted in this research was 
that these Latina leaders have the ability to speak both English and Spanish which they found 
was an important skill making them more approachable and better equipped to support Latinx 
families than some of their colleagues. 
There is still a need for more minority educational leaders due to a significant 
demographic disparity between leaders and students. As stated in chapter one, there are a number 
of statistics demonstrating this disproportion. The percent of Hispanic students in K-12 public 
schools continues to grow and is projected to reach 29% by 2024 (U.S. Department of Education, 
2016). Despite Hispanic students representing nearly a quarter of the U.S. student population in 
2012, Latino teachers and principals represented only 8% and 7% of educator populations 
respectively (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Furthermore, of the 14,000 U.S. school 
districts, less than 250 are led by Latinx leaders (Rodríguez et al., 2018). In total, 34 states, 
including Illinois, have a demographic gap between minority students and minority teachers of 
20% or more (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). The participants in this study seemed to acknowledge 
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this disparity as they expressed a motivation to transcend into educational leadership roles to 
provide representation as a means to change the experiences of Latinx students.  
In addition to representation, the research participants also discussed advocacy in terms 
of being a voice for students and helping staff better understand Latinx students and their 
families. The Latina leaders support their staff and colleagues with building their cultural 
competency as an effort to move closer toward educational equity. In Illinois and elsewhere, 
Latinx are often characterized as underperforming due to poor performance on standardized tests 
and low-graduation rates (Illinois School Report Card, 2019; Lechuga-Pena & Lechuga, 2018). 
Knowing these statistics and having had their own experiences of feeling unsupported, 
misunderstood, or treated as unable to achieve, the leaders in this study were motivated to 
address the frustrations and lack of understanding demonstrated by many White educators when 
dealing with Latinx students and families. The participants were uniquely able to relate to Latinx 
(and other minority) students and parents, understanding the complexity of intersectionality 
between race, culture, and poverty and how it impacts students and parents. Their understanding 
of this need and their related value in addressing this need represented a motivation for entering 
into educational leadership roles for the Latina educators. Throughout their counter stories was 
evidence that they are seeking to be part of the solution to work toward educational equity by 
providing opportunities for all students. The participants shared their perception that the 
educational system in Illinois is not adequately meeting the needs of Latinx students. A view that 
is apparent from the Illinois School Report Card 2019 data showing significant achievement gaps 
(22% English language arts and 21% math) between White and Hispanic students. The data 
highlights the importance of the participants’ roles as leaders in Illinois in identifying and 
supporting the educational needs of Latinx students.  
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The perceptions of the participants in this study align with prior research that has 
supported the importance of ensuring educators are reflective of the students they serve 
(Rodríguez et al., 2018), although research specific to Latinx students and educators is 
limited.  Demographic representation supports social, mental, and emotional health of minority 
students (Sethna, 2011), as educators that look like the students show them that achievement and 
success are possible. In addition, teachers who are reflective of and can relate to the experiences 
of Latinx students and serve as role models support students who pursue their dreams of higher 
education (Rodriguez et al., 2018; Ocasio, 2014). Representation has the potential to help offset 
systemic factors that limit Latinx students and serve to support movement toward greater 
educational equity for this sub-group of students. Minority teachers are sensitive to the cultural 
needs of their students and offer a unique, critical perspective to schooling because of their 
personal, first-hand experiences (Bustos Flores et al., 2007), including navigating racial 
stereotypes and issues of racism. There are numerous social, academic, and psychological 
benefits to students of color who are taught by teachers of color (Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012; 
Sethna, 2011).  
Prior research reinforces that minority leadership in particular supports student self-
perceptions as strong role models (Sanchez et al., 2008). Minority leaders have been found to 
develop more trusting relationships with students, particularly students of similar cultural 
background (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). Findings from this research study aligns to previous 
research demonstrating that minority educational leaders often view themselves not just as 
building administrators, but also as mothers, political activists, and counselors to a community 
and its children (Larson & Ovando, 2001). Minority principals not only inspire and motivate 
minority students, but also serve as a natural link between schools and parents. Sharing similar 
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racial/ethnic backgrounds, Latinx administrators are able to support parents by serving as the 
links between home and school (Sanchez et al., 2008), and effective interaction with parents is a 
critical component to building trusting relationships. Thus, both the findings of this study and 
prior research support the critical role Latina educational leaders fill and the need for educational 
leaders who value the cultural funds of knowledge that students bring to school (Irizarry & 
Donaldson, 2012). This is in stark contrast to the feelings of many White educators who expect 
students and parents to change and conform to the norms of the dominant culture (Garcia & 
Guerra, 2004).  
Research Question Two: What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in 
obtaining and keeping leadership positions? 
Through an exploration of the counter stories of these Latina leaders, the findings 
highlight the many challenges in their path to becoming educational leaders. These challenges 
include specific challenges to obtaining leadership positions as well as personal challenges and 
barriers experienced throughout their lives. Martinez et al. (2019) concluded that Latina leaders 
struggle with the balance of family and work, thus impacting their pursuit of leadership roles. 
The authors found that Latina educational leaders described various self-imposed and career 
obstacles. According to their findings many challenges centered on balancing between the 
traditional roles of being a wife and mother and the career obligations and expectations of being 
a principal. Furthering the conclusions offered by Martinez, the current study found that Illinois 
Latina educational leaders face similar challenges in their careers. 
The counter stories revealed challenges with intersecting factors of race, gender and age 
discrimination similar to those offered by Martinez et al. (2019) and aligned to LatCrit theory. 
This finding supports prior research documenting racial/ethnic bias and gender stereotypes 
limiting the opportunities of Latina leaders, despite having greater and more varied instructional 
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experiences, expertise, and instructional leadership skills, compared to their male counterparts 
(Méndez-Morse et al., 2015). As Latinas, the participants in this study discussed challenges in 
the interview and hiring process. They noted that the interviewers often seem to be looking for 
someone they can personally connect with and relate to, thus perpetuating the predominance of 
White candidates chosen over non-White candidates for leadership roles. In addition, the leaders 
in this study described facing sexism in the form of being overlooked for a male counterpart, 
objectified, or outright harassed. Furthermore, they described educational leadership as being a 
“good ol boys club,” where men are favored for higher leadership positions, supporting prior 
research in the field (Almager et al., 2018). The Latina educational leaders in this study also felt 
that their male counterparts are given more opportunities, are more respected in their school 
districts, and do not seem to have to work as hard proving themselves, again supporting prior 
research (Almager et al., 2018). Indeed, most scenarios described in the counter stories had 
intersecting causes of discrimination, typically racism and sexism, and for some, ageism. 
The study participants acknowledged that women educational leaders of all races face 
challenges, but they also felt that, as Latina leaders, they have had additional challenges 
compared to their female White administrative colleagues. In particular, having to overcome or 
disregard the low academic expectations some of their own teachers had of them as well as some 
discouraging them from college or other means of personal advancement. A prominent theme 
within the counter stories of participants was their perceptions of how they are treated in 
comparison to how White female administrators are treated. Their stories included evidence 
supporting their feelings with vivid encounters of microaggressions and blatant discrimination. 
These findings support prior research by Macias & Stephens, (2019, p.169) that indicated that 
race and gender are inseparable barriers for Latinas aspiring to leadership roles.  
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Two additional challenges were noted by participants in this study. One challenge 
included tokenism, wherein the leaders expressed being boxed into Latina roles such as bilingual 
teachers, assistant principals dealing with student discipline, or ELL directors. The second 
additional challenge centered around advocacy, where the participants described being 
negatively judged by teachers, district administrators, and board members for serving as an 
advocate for Latinx students and their families. These additional challenges led some of the 
participants to leave their positions and seek other opportunities in districts where their Latinidad 
was not only more highly regarded but it was desired. These findings align with research offered 
by Méndez-Morse et al. (2015) who also found Latina testimonies that described examples of 
being undervalued for the skills they brought to their roles and feeling discriminated against.  
The participants in this study provided insight into the causes of limitations as it relates to 
the number of Latinx leaders appointed, even in districts with high Latinx student populations. 
Although some participants purposefully sought out positions serving Latinx student 
populations, most participants expressed feeling that they were not likely to be given leadership 
opportunities in districts that do not have large Latinx populations. As such, in addition to 
opportunities being narrowed systemically for the participants, these Latina educational leaders 
also described limiting their own possibilities in terms of the types of positions and locations 
where they sought employment. Many of the participants described experiencing so much 
discrimination and barriers in highly populated Latinx districts that they often do not even 
consider the possibility of serving in districts with smaller Latinx populations for fear that they 
will face even more discrimination. The participants’ perceptions and this finding align with 
prior research by Fernandez et al. (2015), who identified gender bias and district level resistance 
to Latino/a diversity in hiring practices.  
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An interesting finding in this study was the pattern of the Latina leader participants at 
times rationalizing and justifying being treated differently. It is unclear why they seem to 
rationalize/justify the discrimination they face. Perhaps this is a symptom of internalization of 
these challenges resulting in failing to concretely value their own worth as an educational leader 
or perhaps it is a defense mechanism not wanting to view themselves as “victims” of 
discrimination. Regardless, it seems clear that Latina leaders worry about the consequences of 
being perceived as a "trouble maker" who is "complaining" about "discrimination" in a White 
dominated profession. This finding suggests that in the field of educational leadership, Latinas 
do not feel they have safe working environments where they can have open and candid 
conversations about racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination without worrying that 
they will be perceived negatively or penalized. It is quite a conundrum, a primary motivator for 
these Latinas to enter into the field of educational leadership was to create environments where 
students would not face discrimination and yet it is something they themselves battle with 
regularly. In some way, all the participants shared the perception of having to work twice as hard 
to achieve their career goals compared to the experiences of their White female and male 
colleagues. However, it was noted that participants were careful not to “overuse” or over 
categorize the difficulties they have faced as some form of discriminatory practices. 
The Latina educational leaders described using their personal experiences and 
understanding of racism, sexism, and tokenism to support their students. Many stated that their 
experiences aid them with having a better understanding of their students' struggles while also 
allowing the Latina leaders to be positive role models of high expectations and success. This was 
also reported by Almager et al. (2018), who found the majority of Latina leaders used their own 
experiences to build relationships with the full variety of school stakeholders to support and 
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achieve student academic success. Similar to the Almager’s et al. study findings, these Illinois 
Latina educational leaders reflected on their leadership strengths and emphasized their ethnicity 
and other identity related factors as supporting a culturally responsive leadership lens in the 
schools and districts in which they serve. The descriptions in these counter stories closely 
resembled the experiences of the Almager et al. study participants who reported using this lens to 
support students and provide an alternative story to the teachers who were stifling their attempts 
to create inclusive environments.  
Research Question Three: What factors/elements have Latina administrators found helpful in 
their navigation of the educational leadership hierarchy? 
 Several supportive factors were noted as assisting the Latina administrators through their 
career advancement, including positive relationships with supervisors, professional networks, 
mentors, financial assistance for educational purposes, and personality characteristics. The 
findings from this exploration of the experiences of Latina educational leaders illustrate that 
these leaders sought guidance and support in moving up the leadership ladder most prevalently 
from supervisors and professional networks, without limiting that assistance to fellow Latinx 
leaders. However, it is acknowledged that there was some degree of gravitation toward Latinx-
based organizations reported by the leaders. Other supportive factors included mentors, 
programs, professional organizations, financial support, and personal characteristics.  
The participants in this study shared how their current or previous supervisors helped 
them navigate the educational leadership hierarchy by believing in them, providing 
opportunities, and encouraging them to take risks. These supervisors often were described as 
mentors and/or members of their professional network as well. Prior research has highlighted the 
critical need for mentors for Latina educational leaders as well as female leaders of other 
minority groups. Mentors help recruit and retain Latina leaders while also helping them navigate 
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and advance their careers (Martinez et al., 2019; Murakami et al., 2018). Given that the 
participants in this study reported few Latina leaders within the districts in which they worked, 
the findings of this study continue to support the need for greater numbers of Latina 
administrators.  
The study participants specifically mentioned how having informal and (less commonly) 
formal mentors who served as a sounding board and thought partner was extremely beneficial to 
them in their careers. Research by Martinez et al. (2019) also emphasized the criticality of 
mentorship among this population. Findings of this research align to that of Murakami et al.’s 
(2018) study which found that 79% of the participants stated a mentor played a role in the 
development of their leadership skills and style and 74% served as role models to other aspiring 
leaders. Despite research supporting the role of mentors, in Illinois, Latinx administrators as an 
ethnic group do not have a formal mentorship program other than what is provided via the 
Illinois Association for Latino Administrators and Superintendents (IALAS). Furthermore, one 
of the leaders interviewed, Yolanda shared that she has gravitated more to ALAS for mentorship 
since it is a national organization that is more established and provides access to more Latina 
superintendents which is her next career goal. She also noted that to her knowledge there are 
only two Latina superintendents in Illinois and they have been in their roles for less than three 
years.   
All of the Latinas interviewed shared that having a professional network of fellow 
educational leaders has been extremely useful in their careers. Members of their networks were 
described as people of all ethnicities, genders, and ages, providing the study participants with a 
variety of supports. Similar support was gained from participation in professional organizations, 
specifically ALAS and the Illinois chapter, IALAS. ALAS with its focus on Latinx 
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administrators has provided them with a space for networking, mentorship, and special programs 
(e.g., Aspiring Superintendents Academy and other professional development workshops), in a 
comfortable environment where they could be themselves. Other programs such as Golden 
Apple and Star Leaders have provided these Latina leaders opportunities to increase their 
knowledge, challenge their thinking, and grow their network. Notably, however, none of the 
Latina leaders mentioned the Illinois Principal Association (IPA) as assisting them in their 
navigation of the leadership hierarchy. This finding was surprising since half of the Latina 
leaders were principals and IPA is arguably one of the most prominent educational 
administration organizations in Illinois. In fact, many school districts pay the yearly IPA 
membership for their administrators and many administrators fulfill their required administrative 
academy hours by participating in IPA professional development workshops.  
Finally, certain personality characteristics were noted by the participants to support their 
navigation into educational leadership. The leaders in this study exhibited several common 
characteristics, including determination, ambition, resilience, self-confidence, and fearlessness. 
These personality characteristics also seem to have overlap with social identity. Similar to the 
Hernandez and Murakami (2016) research this study also found that the minority leaders’ 
professional identity was closely linked to their racial identity. Despite there being evidence of 
the intersectionality between these identities there was also significant dialogue about these 
identities clashing and the toll it has taken on these Latina leaders. The participants find 
themselves being torn between the “machismo” Latin culture where a woman’s responsibility is 
to take care of her family and home and their demanding careers as educational leaders.  
 In Latin culture, the role of women is prominently defined, therefore, analyzing the 
intersectionality between being a Latina with a demanding career is also relevant and of interest. 
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The intersectionality between ethnicity and gender can influence decisions related to women's 
career choices and can serve as an additional challenge for Latina educational leaders. Macias 
and Stevens (2019) argued that there is systematic oppression of women and minorities 
producing equity issues in school leadership and the counter stories in this study of Illinois 
leaders confirmed this finding as well. 
Professional identity was defined by Hernandez and Murakami (2016) as values, beliefs, 
energy and motivation, which align closely with personality characteristics. In contrast, racial 
identity was developed from ancestry, ethnicity, physical appearance, early socialization, and 
personal experiences (Hernandez & Murakami, 2016). This was further supported by Fernandez 
et al. (2015), who identified certain personal characteristics as internal drivers, including passion 
for educational leadership, personal drive, and determination. The personal characteristics of 
determination, ambition, resilience, self-confidence, and fearlessness, described by the 
participants in this current study, represent characteristics and motivators that have enabled the 
Latina leaders to combat challenges and oppression as they navigate the hierarchy of 
administration dominated by Whiteness. 
Implications 
 The Latinx student population is continuing to grow significantly each year and if there is 
not a concerted effort to increase the pipeline of Latinx educators and educational leaders, the 
field could be missing out on a key element to help address the underachievement of Latinx 
students. Researching how some Latina educators have successfully acquired leadership 
positions yields valuable insight. These findings present a foundation to recognize the barriers 




While there is some research examining the experiences of Latina educational leaders, 
the focus has primarily centered on Latina educational leaders from Texas and California. As of 
yet, there appears to be no published research on Latina educational leaders serving students in 
Illinois, despite the large Latinx student population. The focus of this study was on PreK-12 
Latina educational leaders in Illinois who serve in a variety of administrative roles both at the 
school and central office levels. Illinois ranks fifth in the U.S. for the number of K-12 students 
enrolled, over 2 million, as well as fifth for the number of students identified as Latino, at half a 
million (Excelencia in Education, 2015). Illinois has 852 school districts and yet there are only a 
handful of districts in the state led by Latinx superintendents, and only two districts known for 
having Latina superintendents. This deficit in administrative Latinx representation is further 
compounded by a number of concerns from lack of advocacy, cultural competency, and 
representative mentorship among other things.  
There is a need for more minorities and specifically Latina educational leaders to address 
diversity gaps between students, educators, and administrators in Illinois. Given the noted 
challenges expressed by the participants of this study as well as those in prior research studies, 
there is a great need to develop and implement strategies at different levels of education and 
career development to encourage and support diversity in educational administration. Students 
and staff alike benefit from school environments with Latina educators and administrators. This 
exposure may assist with building cultural competency in education while also offsetting 
challenges associated with discrimination, low expectations, and low achievement, supporting 
the educational needs and performance of not only Latinx students but all students. Addressing 
the cycle of oppression at multiple levels is critical. These 12 Latina leaders took advantage of 
unique learning opportunities offered to them such as IMSA, Golden Apple, Harvard Leadership 
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courses, and federally funded master’s degree programs. Supporting the advancement of Illinois 
Latina educational leaders with more opportunities for mentoring, networking, professional 
organization participation, and financial assistance may encourage and assist more Latinas to 
enter the field thus will likely impact future generations in a cyclical pattern.  
Recommendations for the Field 
Policy. From the research findings in this study, several recommendations for the field of 
education are proposed in an effort to increase the Latinx educator pipeline as well as aid with 
retention of Latina educational leaders. One of the first steps needed to make progress with 
increasing the Latinx pipeline in the field of education is the development of policy and 
expectations. An initial step in this process would be to gather data on educator demographics. 
As previously mentioned in this paper the Illinois State Board of Education reports on student 
and teacher demographics but it does not provide data on administrator demographics. From a 
practitioner standpoint it does not appear that the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) has 
focused any real efforts on developing expectations, policy, practices or supports for diversifying 
its educational leaders. Numerous attempts were made to obtain statistical information as it 
relates to Illinois administrator demographics each ending in a dead end. In fact, one ISBE 
employee stated that they do not currently collect or disaggregate administrator demographics 
therefore it could not be provided for this study. There also is a lack of evidence that ISBE 
encourages districts to ensure that their school boards are representative of the communities that 
they serve.  
The field of education will not likely see growth in the area of increasing diversity with 
administrator demographics if it is not measured and accounted for. Additionally, it is 
recommended that the data on administrators is disaggregated based on job category. Once a 
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baseline measure is determined for the various administrative positions then policies can be 
developed to ensure that there is a concerted effort to increase the Latinx pipeline. Similar to the 
achievement gap between White and Latinx students essentially being ignored until it was 
measured by NCLB (now ESSA) we will continue to see the demographic divide between 
students and educators to be ignored if it is not measured. Given the impact that Latinx teachers 
and principals can have on student achievement it seems reasonable that there should be an 
ESSA indicator for addressing the demographic divide between educators and the students they 
serve. Following the old adage “what gets measured gets done” it is recommended that a policy 
is developed requiring districts to collect this data and have growth targets for increasing their 
diversity. This will draw attention and importance to the growing demographic divide depicted in 
Table 1 on page 23 summarizing large Illinois school districts with high percentages of Latinx 
students.  
Financial Supports. Creating policies and expectations alone will not increase the Latinx 
educator pipeline, financial supports are also needed. Providing financial supports to aspiring 
educators and potential educational leaders is one way to increase the Latinx pipeline in the field 
of education. The majority of the Illinois Latina leaders participating in this research admitted 
that having financial support for their bachelors, masters, and or doctorate degrees was a 
significant motivating factor for continuing their education. Some of the participants even went 
as far as saying that without the financial assistance they would not have pursued the advanced 
degrees needed to be educational leaders.  
Realizing that financial support was a highly influential factor it must be acknowledged 
and considered as a viable option that could be used to help produce more Latina educational 
leaders. Some of the participants described having their tuition paid as they studied thus not 
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acquiring debt or adversely affecting their household incomes. This type of real time financial 
support does not seem to be very common, rather more common are reimbursement programs. 
Currently there is a federal loan forgiveness program for teachers who teach in high needs 
districts. While this is a helpful program for those who make it through college it does not 
support those who simply do not attend because they do not have the financial means or those 
who are struggling to pay for school at the time they are attending. Thus, one recommendation is 
to provide more scholarships and grants for all individuals pursuing education degrees but also 
particularly targeting Latinx students and students from other diverse backgrounds. Additionally, 
it is particularly important that funds are given not just for bachelor’s degrees in education but 
also for master’s degrees in educational leadership. School districts looking to increase diversity 
in their leadership should review and perhaps increase their tuition reimbursement benefits.  
From the state and federal levels request for proposals (RFPs) should be offered to assist 
colleges and universities with offering more scholarships/grants for education students. RFPs 
should also be available for school districts to assist them with providing tuition reimbursement 
for educators aspiring to be educational leaders as well as for high school programs geared 
towards recruiting and supporting future educators from underrepresented groups. Creating 
career education pathways that offer opportunities for hands-on learning, dual credit, and 
mentorship will assist with ensuring the teachers of tomorrow are more reflective of the diverse 
students in Illinois. Most importantly is an overhaul and review of how teachers and 
administrators are paid to ensure that individuals entering into the field of education are 
sufficiently and more equitably paid. With so few Latinx students attending college the pipeline 
is further narrowed and compounded with the reality that Latinx college students can study and 
enter into a number of other career fields that are more financially lucrative.  
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Mentoring and Networking. The support that comes with mentorship and networking 
was essential to the participants in this study and thus serves as the basis for the final 
recommendation. For starters well-established organizations in Illinois such as Illinois Principals 
Association (IPA) and Illinois Association - School Administrators (IASA) should focus more 
efforts to appeal to Latinas and minorities in general. Providing workshops, mentoring, and 
networking opportunities that specifically target Latinx educators would help “legitimize” the 
value that representation from this demographic group can provide. Furthermore, if IPA and 
IASA partnered to do professional development as well as other networking activities with 
IALAS we would likely see Latinx educational leaders more accepted and supported.  
Illinois requires all administrators to attend at minimum one administrator academy per 
academic year. Thus, an additional recommendation would be that every third year all 
administrators be required to attend an admin academy focused on anti-discriminatory hiring 
practices, increasing diversity, culturally responsiveness or a related topic to increase the 
diversity of educational leaders in the state. The field of education has seen an increase of 
professional development around building cultural competency and ensuring equity for students. 
However, it seems the focus has been primarily on students with little to no focus on increasing 
the pool of diverse educators and leaders. If organizations like ISBE, IPA, and IASA offered 
professional development on the importance of hiring for diversity and anti-discrimination hiring 
practices then it is plausible we may see more diverse educators and leaders entering the field.  
Since completing this research, I have shared the “Rosas y Espinas” analogy with other 
Latina leaders from a variety of fields. I have found that they also immediately connect with it as 
it summarizes their experiences as well. Those three words are extremely powerful as it 
encapsulates the experiences Latina leaders have with the very beautiful sweet moments and also 
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very painful prickly moments. Witnessing how Latina leaders react to “Rosas y Espinas” leads 
me to believe that perhaps it can be used as a framework to unify, inspire, and mentor Latinas 
thereby creating a professional pipeline of empowerment and support.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
Building off of the findings of this study, future research should compare the experiences 
of male and female leaders to more closely examine the impact of gender on the career 
experiences of Latinx educational leaders. It would be interesting to see whether Latino males 
experience similar challenges to Latinas or not. Additional research on the potential positive 
influences of networking and mentoring among Latina administrators may promote the 
development of programs that will provide the needed support for these women. While the 
experiences of these leaders in Illinois seemed to align with those previously studied from Texas 
and California it would also be worthwhile to compare the experiences of Latinx educational 
leaders across different states. Future research comparing Latinx teachers and administrators in 
terms of their goals, objectives, and personal characteristics may shed light on their career 
decisions and aspirations providing insight into why some pursue leadership roles and others do 
not.  
Conclusion 
 This research highlights how the Latinx education crisis encompasses more than just the 
underperformance of Latinx students but it also includes the underrepresentation of Latinx 
educational leaders and how our current educational system is not sufficiently addressing the 
needs of this growing population.  The Latinx education crisis is a result of systemic educational 
inequities that exist not only in Illinois but all over the United States. Latina leaders have the 
potential to serve as a key component to improving the educational system for the diverse 
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population of students it serves by challenging the status quo. Aligned to LatCrit theory, the 
needs of Latinx students and families are unique and have a variety of cultural connections 
impacting their ability to successfully benefit from our schools. This research does not intend to 
give the perception that the experiences of Latina educational leaders is monolithic, however, 
their counter stories amplify the importance of ethnic representation. Due to their lived 
experiences these leaders are to be able to see and understand what is missing from our 
educational system and it is reflected in their work. 
Recently there seems to be some acknowledgement that we need Latinx leaders in key 
positions to assist with tackling this issue plaguing our educational system. On March 1, 2019 for 
the first time in history Illinois appointed a Latina, Dr. Carmen Ayala, to serve as the Illinois 
Superintendent of Education. Dr. Ayala is the 30th State Superintendent of Education and the 
first woman and first person of color to serve as the permanent superintendent.  Even more 
recently, President Elect Joe Biden announced his education secretary nominee for the United 
States as Miguel Cardona. These are promising steps in recognizing that Latinx students, the 
fastest growing minority student population, may require leaders who more intimately 
understand their unique needs.   
 ISBE and Illinois school districts have an obligation to find ways to better support its 
growing Latinx population. As a starting point these decision-making bodies should take a stance 
and establish some core beliefs such as:  
● Ensuring that the Latinx population is represented in all roles, including leadership roles 
in the field of education.  
● Ensuring that our Latinx students and our families feel supported and have someone that 
they can relate to in our schools and districts.  
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It is a moral imperative that the field of education works toward diversifying its leaders to be 
more reflective of the students we serve.  As a field if we establish some core beliefs or common 
commitments then perhaps we would see more Latinx people entering into the field of education 
and growing professionally to acquire leadership roles. 
While there are not many Latina educational leaders in the state of Illinois it was not 
difficult to find willing participants for this study. All of the participants who were contacted to 
participate in this research responded to the interview request promptly and without hesitation 
expressing a strong desire to tell their stories. Each Latina leader was extremely generous with 
her time and forthcoming/candid with describing their experiences and perceptions. These 
leaders wanted to take advantage of this platform to tell their counter stories. When appropriate 
they also made a point to share the counter stories of other Latina educational leaders they know 
personally serving as their voice to chronicle their stories which are not being heard. 
Additionally, all of the leaders made a point to express their gratitude for the opportunity to share 
their stories and reflect on their experiences, challenges and successes. Many participants also 
shared that they were excited to be a part of this research and were eager to hear about the 
findings.  
It is my hope that this work enlightens other leaders in the field of education to 
understand the value Latina educational leaders bring to our educational system. I pray that this 
work inspires other educators from underrepresented groups to enter into leadership roles as our 
students need to see leaders of all backgrounds and ethnicities.  I also hope that this research 
encourages existing Latina educators to pursue higher levels of leadership as diverse leadership 
is key to changing the status quo.  
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As the researcher, and a fellow Latina educator, I felt honored to have the privilege to 
interview these leaders who candidly shared their counter stories unveiling both the rosas y 
espinas (roses and thrones) that made them who they are today.  Their experiences demonstrate 
that hard work and dedication can overcome the many obstacles Latinx students and educators 
face in a field that does not always treat them well. Hearing their inspirational stories took me 
through nearly every emotion imaginable from being happy and laughing to being angry and 
frustrated but in the end their counter stories made me proud. While my own journey has also 
been filled with rosas and espinas I am proud to be a fellow Latina educational leader, straddling 
two worlds, striving for excellence and equity for all the students we serve. I am committed to 
fighting for improving the educational experiences of all students but particularly Latinx students 
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APPENDIX A: EMAIL SOLICITING CANDIDATES  
 
Dear [Insert Name of Potential Participant],  
 
My name is Beatrice Reyes Childress and I am completing my Doctor of Education degree in 
Education Policy, Organization and Leadership at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. My advisor, Dr. Anjalé Welton, is directing my dissertation study.  
 
I am conducting my dissertation research on Latina educational leaders successfully navigating 
the hierarchy of educational administration with an emphasis on current PreK-12 leaders from 
Illinois.  The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of Latina leaders and identify 
what factors/elements have assisted them in their careers. I am contacting you because you may 
meet the criteria necessary to participate in this study. 
 
If you are selected for inclusion in the study, you will participate in one interview lasting 
approximately 60-90 minutes. Follow-up interviews may also be conducted, lasting 
approximately 15-30 minutes. The interviews may be recorded with your permission.  
 
To determine your eligibility for participation in this study I need to confirm that you meet the 
following criteria:  
● Latina who currently holds an administrative position in an Illinois public school district;  
● willing to be interviewed;  
● and comfortable with your experiences and perceptions being included in this dissertation 
study.  
 
If you meet these criteria, and you are interested in participating in this study, please respond via 
email (bareyes2@illinois.edu) or phone (630-742-2833). If you express a willingness to 
participate, an informed consent form will be delivered to you by email and we will set up a time 
for a brief 10-minute screening interview to be conducted over the phone. The screening 
interview is designed to ensure you meet the criteria necessary for participation in this study. If 
you have questions or comments regarding this study, please contact my dissertation advisor, Dr. 




Beatrice Reyes Childress 
Doctoral Candidate  
Department of Education Policy Organization and Leadership  




APPENDIX B: TELEPHONE SCREENING INTERVIEW FOR LATINA LEADERS  
 
Introduction and Purpose  
 
Today, I am calling because you have agreed to participate in a qualitative study for my doctoral 
research at the University of Illinois that seeks to investigate Latina leaders successfully 
navigating the hierarchy of educational administration.  
 
As indicated on the informed consent form, I will be taking notes of this screening conversation 
and all personally identifiable information will be removed and replaced by pseudonyms. Should 
you wish to stop the interview at any time, you may do so.  
 




1. Do you self-identify as Latina /Hispanic/ Chicana/ a female of Latin descent? 
2. Are you currently an educational leader in an Illinois public school district?  
2. In what city/community is this district located?  
3. What grade levels does your district serve?  
4. What is your current administrative position?   
5. Do you have any questions about this study?  
 
This concludes the screening interview. Should you be selected for participation in the study, you 








APPENDIX C: EMAIL NOTIFYING CANDIDATES OF THEIR SELECTION  
 
 
Dear [Insert Name of Potential Participant],  
 
Thank you for taking the time to speak with me regarding my dissertation research on Latina 
educational leaders successfully navigating the hierarchy of educational administration with 
emphasis on current PreK-12 leaders from Illinois.  
 
Based on our screening interview, you have been selected to participate, and I thank you in 
advance for doing so. At your earliest convenience, please let me know when we can meet for a 
video or phone interview of 60-90 minutes.  
 
Please respond via email (bareyes2@illinois.edu) or phone (630-742-2833). If you have 
questions or comments regarding this study, please contact my dissertation advisor, Dr. Anjalé 
Welton (ajwelton@illinois.edu; 217-333-0084).  
 
Beatrice Reyes Childress  
Doctoral Candidate  












Latina Educational Leaders: Factors That Shape Their Careers and How They Navigate the 
Hierarchy of PreK-12 Educational Administration 
 
You are being asked to participate in a voluntary research study. The purpose of this study 
is to examine the experiences of Latina leaders and identify what factors/elements have 
assisted them in their careers. Participating in this study will involve semi-structured 
interviews conducted by video conference or by phone, and your participation will involve 
one or more interviews of 60-90 minutes during the data collection period (May 2020 – 
September 2020). There are no foreseeable risks related to participating in this research 
beyond those experienced in everyday life; benefits related to this research include an 
opportunity to learn how the field of education can support aspiring Latina educational 
leaders.  
 
Principal Investigator Name and Title: Dr. Anjalé Welton, professor  
Department and Institution: Education Policy, Organization, and Leadership,  
University of Illinois  
Contact Information: ajwelton@illinois.edu, 217-333-0084  
Sponsor (if applicable):  
 
Why am I being asked? 
You are being asked to be a participant in a research study about the factors that have 
shaped the careers of Latina educational leaders and how they have navigated the 
hierarchy of PreK-12 educational administration. The purpose of this research is to 
examine the experiences of Latina leaders and identify what factors/elements have 
assisted them in their careers. You have been asked to participate in this research because 
you are a Latina educational leader serving in an Illinois Pre-K thru 12 public school 
district. Approximately 10-12 participants will be involved in this research at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
 
Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 
will not affect your current or future dealings with the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without 
affecting that relationship. 
 
What procedures are involved? 
Once you electronically consent to participating in this study, an initial phone screening will be 
conducted to confirm eligibility, and a 60-90 minute video conference or phone interview will 
scheduled. The researcher will use a semi-structured interview protocol and will take notes in 
APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
Social Behavioral Research Consent Form 
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addition to recording the interview. Following the interview, the recording will be transcribed 
and coded. The interview transcript will also be shared back to the participant as a verification 
procedure. If needed, the researcher may schedule one or more brief follow-up interviews if 
needed for clarification or elaboration. This research will be performed via video conference or 
phone at a time mutually agreeable to you and the researcher. Each interview will last 60-90 
minutes.  
 
What are the potential risks and discomforts? 
No potential risks, beyond that of day-to-day life, are anticipated. This study is an exploration of 
Latina educational leader’s career experiences and supporting factors. These topics should not 
cause discomfort or stress to any participant.  
 
Are there benefits to participating in the research? 
There are no direct benefits to participants, but you will have the opportunity to reflect on your 
own professional experiences.  The purpose of this study is to examine the factors that 
contribute to Latina educational leaders successfully navigating the hierarchy of PreK-12 
educational administration.   
 
What other options are there? 
You have the option to not participate in this study.  
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Faculty, staff, students, and others with permission or authority to see your study information 
will maintain its confidentiality to the extent permitted and required by laws and university 
policies. The names or personal identifiers of participants will not be published or presented. 
 
Will I be reimbursed for any expenses or paid for my participation in this research? 
You will not be offered payment for being in this study.  
 
Can I withdraw or be removed from the study? 
If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue 
participation at any time. The researchers also have the right to stop your participation in this 
study without your consent if they believe it is in your best interests or you were to object to 
any future changes that may be made in the study plan. 
 
Will data collected from me be used for any other research? 
Your information will not be used or distributed for future use, even if identifiers are removed.  
 
Who should I contact if I have questions? 
If you have any questions about this study or your part in it, or if you have concerns or 
complaints about the research, please contact:  
 
Beatrice Reyes Childress   Dr. Anjalé Welton  
bareyes2@illinois.edu   ajwelton@illinois.edu  







What are my rights as a research subject? 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, please contact the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Office for the Protection of Research Subjects at 217-
333-2670 or irb@illinois.edu. 
 
I have read the above information. I have been given an opportunity to ask questions and my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this research. I may 
print a copy of this consent form for my records. 
 
 I Consent       
 
 
           
Typed Name       Date 
 
           






   







APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND QUESTIONS  
LATINA EDUCATIONAL LEADERS: FACTORS THAT SHAPE THEIR CAREERS AND 
HOW THEY NAVIGATE THE HIERARCHY OF PREK-12 EDUCATIONAL 
ADMINISTRATION 
Semi-structured Interview Questions for Latina Educational Leaders 
Research Questions 
1) What are the experiences and beliefs that motivated Latinas in Illinois to enter the field of 
educational leadership? 
2) What challenges have Latina educational leaders encountered in obtaining leadership 
positions? 
3) What factors/elements have Latina administrators found helpful in their navigation of the 
educational leadership hierarchy? 
  
Introduction and Purpose 
Today, we are meeting because you have agreed to participate in a study that seeks to advance 
our understanding of how Latina educational leaders successfully navigate the hierarchy of 
educational administration and identify what factors/elements have assisted them in their careers. 
As indicated on the informed consent form, I will be recording this interview. All personally 
identifiable information will be removed and replaced by pseudonyms. Should you wish to stop 
the interview at any time, you may do so. 
 
● Confirm interview end time and any possible conflicts. 
● Review and sign consent form. 
● Ask for permission to turn on the recording device and remind participant it can be turned 
off at any time if they wish to exclude their comments. 
  
I will start by asking you some questions about your personal background and educational 
background. 
● Do you self-identify as Latina /Hispanic/ Chicana/ a female of Latin descent or other? 
● Are you currently an educational leader in an Illinois public school district?  
● In what city/community is this district located?  
● What grade levels does your district serve?  
● What is your current administrative position?   
● Where did you grow up? Where did you go to school? 
● In your experiences as a student who or what influenced you? 
●  What are your core beliefs about education? 
  
In this next section, I will ask you about your career experiences. 
● Please describe in detail your professional experience including the roles and 
responsibilities you have had. 
● What led you to pursue a career in educational leadership? 
● What professional position in education have you enjoyed the most and why? The least? 
● What factors (societal, political, cultural and/or educational) have shaped your thinking 
and your career as a Latina administrator? 
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● What cultural and/or systemic obstacles have you encountered in your career path to 
becoming an administrator? Do you still face any of these obstacles? 
● What do you believe has contributed to your success? 
● When seeking new positions what type of jobs are you most interested in? Please 
describe not only the job duties/ responsibilities but also the type of environment- school, 
district et. 
● Who or what has supported you and helped you grow professionally as you navigate the 
hierarchy of educational administration? 
● Do you have a formal or informal mentor? What is the gender and race/ethnicity of your 
mentor? 
● Do you belong to any organizations or participate in any programs that you feel have 
assisted you in your administrative career? 
● Do you mentor or encourage other Latinas [WAD1] to enter leadership roles? If so, how? 
● Where do you see yourself 5 years from now? Ten years from now? What kind of 
position do you aspire to ultimately? 
● How do you believe your experiences are alike or different from female administrators of 
other ethnicities or races? 
● How do you believe your experiences are alike or different from male administrators of 
other ethnicities or races? 
  
I will now ask you about your beliefs regarding Latinx education and Latinx educational 
leadership. 
● In your opinion, how well is the field of education in Illinois addressing the needs of 
Latinx students? Please give specific examples. 
● Currently, in Illinois, there is a demographic gap of about 20% between educational 
leaders and the students they serve. What impact, if any, do you feel this is having on 
Latinx student achievement Pre-K thru 12th grade? 
● What could be done to increase the number of Latina educational leaders? 
  
 Finally, we will conclude our interview with a few wrap-up questions. 
● Is there any additional information you would like to share that I haven’t asked about, but 
you feel would be important for me to collect for this study? 
● Are there any resources you have found helpful in your leadership career that wish to 
share? 
● This research focuses specifically on PreK-12 Latina educational leaders. In future 
research, are there other individuals in education or within the larger community that you 






 APPENDIX F: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL
 
